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Abstract
Stitt, Rashunda LaRuth. PhD. The University of Memphis. August 2014.
“Sounds like something a white man should be doing”: Academic identity in African
American female engineering students. Major Professor: Dr. Christian E. Mueller.
This study exposed the way African American female engineering students
constructed their academic identities by focusing on their lived experiences. Participants
included nine engineering students at Mid-South University (pseudonym) who identified
as African American females. Participants were required to sit for one semi-structured
academic life history interview that focused on their academic experiences from early
childhood to present. This study employed two levels of theory in order to obtain a
comprehensive view of participants’ experiences. Black feminist theory, which accounts
for the intersectionality of participants’ race and gender, served as the macro level theory
and academic identity, which accounts for the individual’s sense of identity within an
academic context, served as the mid-level theory.
I engaged in thematic analysis, narrative analysis, and creative analytic practice in
order to highlight similarities between participants’ stories, differences between
participants’ experiences, and to make this research accessible to individuals outside of
academia. As a result, the following three themes emerged to highlight the similarities
between participants: (a) just because you struggle, does not mean you should quit; (b)
engineering is something you cannot do alone; and (c) I can be creative and do math and
science? That’s cool! Narrative analysis exposed the academic identity statuses of
participants to be either identity achieved, identity moratorium, identity foreclosed or
identity diffused. The final piece of analysis involved creating a play that highlights the
experiences of an African American girl’s pursuit of her engineering degree.
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Additionally, the final chapter provides conclusions, implications, suggestions for future
research, and limitations of the current study.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Imagine the construction site of a new building in New York City. The
foundation of the building has been poured and allowed to dry leaving a dark grey
concrete structure from which black metal frames extend upward for 35 stories into the
partly cloudy New York sky. Although the construction site is concealed behind a grey
eight feet high wooden fence, the sounds of traffic and people going about their morning
commute can be heard all around. An unidentified person yells “TAXI,” followed by the
sound of screeching brakes and three different car horns. At the site, the engineer
emerges from the 8’ x 28’ office trailer wearing a yellow hard hat with a 22” by 34”
rolled blueprint tucked under the left arm and an 11-ounce white coffee cup with black
lettering in the left hand. The coffee cup states I’m here because you broke something
and the engineer takes a sip while walking towards a three-foot metal table.
Question: Who did you picture emerging from that trailer? Was it a woman?
Was it an African American? Did you go as far as to picture an African American
woman? The answer to that last question is unlikely to be yes because African American
women made up less than 1% of engineers in the workforce in 2010 (National Science
Foundation, 2013). This (and your initial image) suggests that African American women
still have barriers to overcome within the engineering community and in regards to their
race and gender.
In the present study, I will be exploring the barriers African American female
students face as they attempt to obtain an undergraduate engineering degree. In exploring
these barriers, I will try to explain how African American female engineering students
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construct their academic identities in a field that tends to exclude them based upon the
intersectionality of their race and gender. This exclusion is not on purpose, but happens
as a result of African American women falling into the othered side of two binary
categories: white/black and male/female. The process of othering another individual
happens when those within the majority attempt to separate themselves from people that
are different, which ultimately results in the alienation of a group of individuals (Jensen,
2011). Once this othering takes place, it creates binary thinking by developing two
separate categories that privileges one group over the other. In order to reduce binary
thinking in the field of engineering, programs have been put in place to increase the
number of women and the number of people of color that enter the field. However,
because these programs tend to focus solely on women or solely on people of color, they
virtually ignore the unique characteristics and circumstances of the individuals who fall
into both categories: women of color. As a result of this exclusion Malcom, Hall, and
Brown (1976) disbursed their landmark report that exposed the experiences of women of
color with an interest in science; it was aptly entitled, The Double Bind. The Double Bind
acknowledged that women of color scientists were not having their needs met by
programs that specifically addressed race or gender because their experiences reflect the
intersection of these two socially constructed factors. Since the publication of The
Double Bind in 1976, there has been one update regarding the status of women of color
scientists (this update is discussed in detail in chapter 2). Therefore, in order to expand
and build upon The Double Bind, the present study specifically focused on African
American female engineering students.
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Background
“I was born black and female,” one of the most famous quotes spoken by African
American dramatist Lorraine Hansberry, initially sounds like a general description until it
is contextualized within the 1959 speech Hansberry delivered at the First Conference of
Negro Writers (Nemiroff, 2014). In addition to being “born black and female,”
Hansberry also mentioned being born after World War I on the Southside of Chicago,
maneuvering adolescence during World War II, and becoming a young adult during the
Cold War (Nemiroff, 2014). When placing all of these things in perspective, being “born
black and female” does not seem like the worst of these conditions; however, to be born
an African American female in the 1930s in the United States meant that women like
Lorraine Hansberry had to overcome two major hurdles: their race and gender.
During the 19th and 20th centuries, African American women were fighting for
Civil Rights on two fronts. On one hand, they had to support African American men as
they both engaged in the Civil Rights Movement that sought equality among the races in
the United States (Brunner, 2007). While on the other hand, African American women
fought with European American women in the women’s rights’ movement, which sought
equality among the sexes in the United States (Imbornoni, 2007). It was necessary for
African American women to be involved in both movements not only because they fell
into both categories, but because one of the major milestones during the pursuit of
African American Civil Rights excluded them. The passage of the 14th Amendment
specifically granted African American men the right to vote and excluded African
American women (Brunner, 2007). This exposed the discrimination in the early Civil
Rights movement for African American women and provided an opportunity for
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European American women and African American women to unite in an effort to gain
equal rights for all American women. The problem here arose as African American
women began to acknowledge the differences in the treatment they received when
compared to European American women. Nineteenth century abolitionist and activist
Sojourner Truth was a major voice in exposing the differences between these two groups
of women with her famous Ain’t I a Woman speech:
The man over there says women need to be helped into carriages and lifted over
ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into
carriages or over puddles, or gives me the best place – and ain’t I a woman? Look
at my arm! I have ploughed and planted and gathered into barns, and no man
could heed me – and ain’t I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a
man – when I could get it – and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? I
have born thirteen children, and seen most of ‘em sold into slavery, and when I
cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me – and ain’t I a woman?
(as cited in Tuttle, 1986, p. 328)
The distinction between African American and European American women had been
addressed and it was at this time that African American women began to realize that they
were a unique group of individuals who did not fit neatly into a racial or gendered
category. Instead they found themselves placed in the middle of two categories that were
viewed in the United States as negative.
Hansberry (1959) acknowledged the negativity associated with being “born black
and female” in the early 20th century, but is being an African American female viewed
negatively in the United States today (as cited in Nemiroff, 2014)? More importantly, is
being born an African American female still a hindrance in achieving higher social status
and higher education in US society? According to the U.S. Department of Education
(2011) college enrollment among African American women has steadily increased for the
past 30 years, making them the largest ethnic minority group enrolling in colleges and
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Universities in the United States at the undergraduate and graduate levels. In fact, of the
2,962,100 African Americans who enrolled in college in the fall of 2012, 64% of them
were female (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). This increase in college enrollment
by African American women has even appeared within the field of engineering. The
National Action Council on Minorities in Engineering (2012) stated that of the African
Americans that do declare engineering as their college major, a majority of them are
women (National Action Council on Minorities in Engineering, 2012). In 2010, African
American women earned 7.6% of engineering degrees when compared to only 4.8% of
African American men (National Action Council on Minorities in Engineering, 2012).
This is remarkable because historically, pursuing a degree in engineering has been
problematic for African Americans and women.
The First African American Female Engineer. In 1936, Beverly Greene
became the first African American female to graduate from an American university with
a degree in Engineering. Born in Chicago in 1915, she received her Bachelor of Science
degree in architectural engineering from the University of Illinois. In 1937, one year
after receiving her bachelor’s degree, she completed a Master of Science degree in City
Planning and Housing. After completion of her master’s degree, Greene went on to
become an architect (Wilson, 2004). She worked for the Chicago Housing Authority
after receiving her Master’s degree due to the difficulty of finding a job within the field
of architecture. In 1945, she moved to New York City and was hired to assist with the
planning and construction of the Stuyvesant Town private housing project (Wilson,
2004). She quit shortly after being hired to pursue her master’s in architecture from
Columbia University, which she received in 1945. Although Greene appears to be the
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first African American woman to receive a bachelor’s degree in engineering, she is not
necessarily the first African American female engineer. After all, a majority of engineers
received on the job training as opposed to formal, education (Bix, 2004). Perhaps it is
Sarah Goode, who is credited with being the first African American woman to receive a
patent in 1885 for inventing a folding cabinet bed, who should be considered the first
African American female engineer (Goode, 2014). Born as a slave in 1850, Goode
received her freedom after the Civil War. She moved to Chicago with her husband and
began selling furniture to meet the demands of her customers who lived in small
apartment-homes. As a result, she invented the folding cabinet bed as a way for her
customers to conserve space in their tiny homes (Goode, 2014).
Although both of these women are considered pioneers for African American
women’s education and entrepreneurship, neither one of them is solely credited with
being the first African American female engineer. In fact, when searching for this
individual, no one particular person emerged as being the first to obtain an engineering
degree. However, multiple African American women are credited with being the first in
their field to graduate from their institution, or to work at their place of employment. For
example, Willie Hobbs Moore is credited as being the first African American female to
graduate with a degree in engineering from the University of Michigan in 1956 (First
Minority Graduates and Attendees, 2010); Aprille Ericsson is the first African American
female to receive her PhD in Mechanical engineering from Howard University and to
receive a PhD in engineering from NASA (AAAS, 2014); and Edwina Justus became the
first African American female engineer to work for Union Pacific railroad in 1976
(Kaufman, 2014).
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The Education of African American Engineers: An Historical Account
In the 18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries, the majority of American engineers
received their training on the job (Bix, 2004); however, these jobs tended to be saved for
individuals who were able to understand math and science. According to Collins (2002)
the field of engineering has been historically reserved for European American males due
to the level of intelligence necessary to perform the job; therefore, African Americans
were excluded from engineering education as American history has constantly labeled
them as less intelligent when compared to other races (Collins, 2002). The discourse
surrounding the intelligence of African Americans dates back to slavery. During this
time, African Americans were forbidden to learn how to read and write after various laws
were passed, specifically within the southern United States. These laws were known as
slave codes and were used in the 1700s and 1800s to define a slave’s status in society and
the rights of their masters (Olwell, 1998). It could therefore be hypothesized that this
notion of African Americans being less intelligent when compared to other races stems
from them being denied literacy; which would suggest that the historical arrangement of
American society has led to African Americans being at the bottom of the social class
ladder. Being denied the privilege of learning how to read meant that African Americans
would not be allowed any type of formal education. In fact, it was not until 1799 that the
first African American (John Chavis) attended an American University, which is now
known as Washington and Lee University; however, there are no reports of him receiving
a degree (Titcomb, 2013). This happened 163 years after Harvard University, which is
considered the oldest post-secondary institution in the United States, was established.
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Even after African Americans were allowed to receive post-secondary education,
they were not expected to major in the field of engineering because, as previously
mentioned, engineering was reserved for European American men due to its level of
difficulty (Collins, 2002). As a result, African Americans tended to major in divinity and
education as opposed to engineering (Slaton, 2010). It was during the 20th century that
African Americans began earning college and terminal degrees in engineering. However,
these hallmarked individuals who earned these degrees tended to be African American
men, not women. The first African American to earn a degree in engineering was Garnet
Douglass Baltimore in 1881 from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI) (Jackson, 2010).
Historical Account of the Education of Women as Engineers
Just as race has served as a major discriminatory barrier to obtaining engineering
education, gender has been equally discriminatory in the field. As discussed, engineers
received on the job training in the early 19th century by way of working as machinists
and railroad workers (Bix, 2004). These jobs excluded women mostly due to the
physical demands, dangerous working conditions, and because these jobs were not
deemed appropriate for “respectable women” (Bix, 2004, p. 28). During this point in
history, respectable women were concerned with marrying and being stay-at-home
mothers as these were deemed the natural desires of a woman. Women who possessed an
interest in science where viewed as abnormal (Bix, 2004). Nevertheless, during both
World Wars, women were left to fill various jobs left vacant by men who went off to war.
However, women lacked the necessary training required to fulfill these roles. It was at
this point in history that a shift occurred and women received training for jobs that were
traditionally held by men. Leading the fold in this training was General Electric (GE)
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who recruited women who had some previous knowledge of math and science to serve as
engineering aids (Bix, 2004).
Following in GE’s footsteps was the Curtiss-Wright airplane company who
commissioned seven colleges to train women using a 10-month extensive training course
that focused on job terminology, aircraft drawing, engineering mechanics, and theory of
flight (Bix, 2004). These seven colleges included: the University of Texas, Penn State,
Iowa State, Purdue, Cornell, University of Minnesota, and Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute (RPI). During this time, all of these colleges had women undergraduates
enrolled in teaching and home economics programs with the exception of one, RPI.
Consequently, when the Curtiss-Wright Cadettes, as they were called, arrived on campus
at RPI they were viewed as invaders. By categorizing these early female engineering
students as invaders, society created a binary category within the field of engineering:
either you are male or you are other.
Despite being othered, women continued to take their place within the
engineering world until the men returned home from the war. As men returned to the
United States the push for educating women in engineering was abandoned as the
returning soldiers began entering engineering education programs (Bix, 2004). Men’s
education was privileged over women’s as several colleges chose to segregate men and
women for fear that men would not want to major in a field that included too many
women (Frize, 2009). Further, colleges and universities within the United States initially
refused admission to women because of the value American society placed on male
education. For instance, Harvard University, founded in 1636, is credited with being the
first American institution of higher education. However, women were not allowed to
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attend Harvard until several years later. In fact women were not permitted to enter
American colleges until 1837 when Oberlin College became the first to admit women in
the United States 201 years after Harvard was established (Frize, 2009). Combine these
discriminatory practices with the societal idea that a woman’s true passion involved
marriage and naturally, family members and teachers dissuaded young girls with an
interest in engineering to pursue other things that were deemed more appropriate (Bix,
2004; Empey, 1958; Frize, 2009). These educational practices created stereotypical
gender roles for women’s career choices in the United States.
A historical account of college enrollment in the United States shows that the first
African American enrolled in college in 1799 but did not graduate. This account goes
further to acknowledge that the first woman enrolled in 1837. These dates occur decades
after Harvard University opened its doors in 1636. Further, obtaining engineering
degrees were even more difficult for African Americans and women. The first three
engineering programs were established in the United States in 1817 (West Point), 1819
(Norwich University), and 1825 (Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute). However, the first
African American engineer did not graduate until 1877 and the first female engineer until
1905 (Nora Stanton Blatch Barney) (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2014). These racial and
gender barriers prohibited African American men and European American women from
obtaining engineering degrees. These same barriers doubly prevented African American
women from seeking this degree, which has led to the current lack of African American
women in the field of engineering today.
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Historical Account of African American Women Engineers
The historical accounts of African Americans and women attempting to pursue
higher education and the field of engineering in the United States provides the
opportunity for researchers to consider the difficulties faced by African American women
when attempting to make those same pursuits. In the mid-20th century, African American
women continued to enroll in colleges and universities in the United States to pursue
engineering. However, it was not until the latter portion of the 20th century that African
American women’s experiences in science began to garner academic study. After
attending a conference devoted to understanding and addressing the needs of ethnic
minority women with an interest in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM) fields, Malcom et al. (1976) developed a landmark report known as The Double
Bind that addressed the intersection of race and gender and the interest in science. This
report exposed the racism and sexism experienced by ethnic minority women scientists
throughout their educational attainment and in the workforce. Malcom et al. (1976)
focused on the experiences of African American, Mexican American, Native American,
and Puerto-Rican women scientists who worked in the natural and social sciences. All of
the participants shared common experiences such as reading at an early age, having a
strong sense of self, being aware of their ethnic status, remembering the encouragement
received from a particular friend or teacher, very rarely having feelings of ambivalence
toward school, extremely disciplined when it came to studying, and the positive
awareness of their gender (Malcom et al., 1976). In addition to these seven
commonalities, conference participants also reported that their parents forced the
importance of education on them at an early age due to the predetermined hardships they
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would face based on their race. For this group of women, it was never a question as to if
they would go to college; the questions became how and where would they go to college.
Although parents supported and encouraged their decisions to attend college, parents did
not always support their choice of career field. Mainly, mothers did not support the
interest in science because the field was viewed as masculine, not feminine. However,
fathers tended to support their daughter’s interest in science.
Schools were the next major issue minority female scientists reported dealing
with in regards to their interest in STEM. The majority of conference attendees reported
at least one encouraging teacher and one discouraging teacher in regards to their interest
in science. For those who attended segregated schools, attendees reported more positive
experiences despite the lack of equipment and funding. Role models were present for
future scientists who shared the same gender and ethnic backgrounds, while students in
integrated schools reported feeling inferior and that they were not expected to perform
well academically. This issue with schooling for the attendees did not include students
whose first language was not English. Oftentimes, attendees whose second language was
English were placed in special education classes in order for teachers to not have to deal
with the language barrier (Malcom et al., 1976).
In addition to the pressure experienced from school, pressure experienced from
family and the community to conform to expected behaviors and interests became a push
for conference attendees to not be different. The minority women scientists began to
internalize these pressures, which limited their opportunities to pursue education in
different areas of the United States. Additionally, the majority of conference attendees
decided on a career in teaching, with a few considering careers in the medical field. In
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addition to this internalized pressure from multiple outside factors, economic and class
differences played a part in participants’ lives. Lower socio-economic status
accompanied with an undesirable lifestyle produced the motivation for conference
attendees to achieve academically in an effort to escape the shackles of a poverty-stricken
destiny. It was because of these factors that the conference attendees went on to college
and in most cases graduate school.
In college and graduate school, conference attendees reported financial strain and
social isolation as major stressors. The female scientists of color found financial and
personal costs associated with obtaining a graduate degree to be excessive. In addition to
financial stress, “Loneliness, pressure to choose a traditional career, to marry, to remain
in or return to the community of their youth in order to fill cultural role expectations was
constant: parents of many of the women had expressed a lack of understanding of their
desire and justification to continue formal education beyond the undergraduate degree
level” (Malcom et al., 1976, p. 18). In addition to these experiences, women of color
who shared the same racial and ethnic background, provided insight into their group
experiences during breakout sessions in order to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the double bind they experience. In keeping with the theme of this
dissertation, the African American female scientists’ experiences will be highlighted in
detail.
Among the African American female scientists at the conference, a consensus was
reached that support systems need to be strengthened in order to meet their changing
needs as their respective fields continued to change. Family, historically black colleges
and universities (HBCUs), and sororities at the alumni level have all assisted African
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American females with their educational advancement. Additionally, other organizations
such as churches and civil rights organizations have been deemed important for
communicating information and granting African American women with service and
leadership roles. The majority of African American female scientists joined these
organizations during their undergraduate years and continued their participation in alumni
chapters which tended to have youth-focused programming. These organizations
provided additional support to that reportedly receiving from their families.
Traditionally, [African American] women have been urged by family and
community to get as much education as possible. The assumption that, as adults,
they would work was common to all. Many discussants recalled that there was an
urgency about ‘keeping them out of white folks’ kitchens’ so that they would not
have to contend with sexual exploitation by white male employers. There was the
sense that their brothers could survive regardless, but that girls needed education
for protection and security. Among the conferees some had seen their own
education given priority over that of male siblings when limited financial
resources forced choices. (Malcom et al., 1976, p. 35)
In their 2011 update to The Double Bind, Malcom and Malcom acknowledged
that 35 years after the original report was published that progress had been obtained but
there was still work to be done as degree attainment for women of color in science fields
had increased but were still low when compared to European American males. Malcom
and Malcom (2011) reported that compared to 1975 when no women of color were
earning doctorates in engineering, the 91 women of color that earned them in 2008 was a
strong increase. Still, only 2.9% of the doctorates in engineering earned in 2008 were by
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women of color (Malcom & Malcom, 2011). The original report focused on programs
that needed to be implemented in order to address certain educational deficiencies in
women of color that resulted from inadequate elementary level schooling. The updated
report called upon institutions to provide more support for women of color pursuing
STEM fields (Malcom & Malcom, 2011). In addition Malcom and Malcom (2011)
acknowledged that African American women surpassed African American men in
obtaining degrees in STEM fields. However, African American men and women, and
European American women still lagged behind European American men in obtaining
doctoral engineering degrees. They also suggested that programs that may be
implemented to benefit African American women will also benefit African American
men and benefit all people of color (Malcom & Malcom, 2011).
In an effort to benefit all people of color as they pursue engineering, I chose to
expose the ways in which African American female engineering students construct their
academic identities. I chose to engage in this research with African American female
engineering students for multiple reasons. First, I chose to focus on engineering because
it encompasses the other three STEM fields: science, technology, and mathematics.
Second, I chose to focus on engineering because the majority of students, who major in
this field, do so with the intent to actually become engineers, whereas, students who
major in science and mathematics tend to become teachers as opposed to scientists and
mathematicians. Third, African American females are the focus of this study because I
identify as an African American female, who once possessed a strong interest in science.
As a result, I have the privilege of being enough of an insider that I understand the culture
these women encounter, but I am enough of an outsider to where these African American
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female engineers taught me about their own unique experiences. Moreover, I contend that
exposing the stories of current African American female engineering students will assist
with redesigning current engineering programs to account for factors that women and
students of color tend to experience in this European-American male dominated field.
This will address the barriers faced by not only African American women, but women in
general and students of color in an effort to increase their presence in engineering. Fifth,
although more African American females are choosing to pursue post-secondary
education, not many are choosing the field of engineering. As a result, I hope that this
research will expose young, African American girls to the field of engineering and peak
their interest enough to increase our presence in that field.
In addition, to the above five factors, I had multiple questions regarding African
American female engineering students. What makes this group of women so unique that
they choose to enter a field where the odds are against them? Why would anyone place
themselves in a situation where they are statistically shown to be the underdog? If they
are choosing engineering they must be smart, why not go into a field that will be more
accepting? These questions and others led me to the conclusion that there must be
something unique to this group of African American women that I am missing. I then
realized what I was missing: identity. All of the questions I had surrounding African
American female engineering majors focused on their identity. At that point I knew I
needed to become familiar with the professional identities of African American female
engineering majors. In order to do this, I constructed my own theoretical framework by
pulling from the following three areas of thought—Black Feminist Theory (BFT),
Marcia’s Theory of Academic Identity, and Gee’s Identity Theory.
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Black Feminist Theory is the macro lens for my theoretical framework because it
accounts for the intersectionality (the interaction of multiple systems of oppression) of
race and gender, promotes empowerment and activism, and creates knowledge. This
knowledge is created not just to be knowledge, but is directly related to the experiences
of African American women and must serve to better these experiences (Hill-Collins,
2009). Additionally, BFT creates a shared identity among African American women that
is restated and reaffirmed through the everyday knowledge that African American
women create, which not only empowers African American women, but challenges the
positivistic view of knowledge that states there is only one truth and only one way to
know that truth (Hill-Collins, 2009).
Marcia’s (1966) theory of academic identity statuses serves as the mid-level
theory for building my framework. Marcia’s academic identity statuses focus on two
major factors. The first is crisis, which is the time in life a person must choose between
various career and ideological paths. The second is commitment, which is the level of
investment an individual puts into resolving their crisis. According to Marcia (1993)
crisis and commitment are the only two observable concepts available when discussing
the construction of identity. After considering the level of presence and absence in crisis
experienced and commitment made, Marcia (1966) developed four identity statuses that
explained an individual’s identity construction. The four identity statuses are based on
Erikson’s notion of ego identity, which initially only focused on occupational and
ideological values (Marcia, 1993).
Gee’s (2001) identity theory provides an analytic lens for research for my midlevel theory. Gee acknowledged that all individuals have a core identity that is stable
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across various situations. However, Gee suggests that there are four types of identity in
addition to this core identity that should be the focus of studying identity in an academic
setting. These four types of identity may overlap and gives the individual the opportunity
to negotiate her identity. This shows that identity is active and passive. Identity is active
because the individual creates what they want others to see; however, identity becomes
passive because the individual cannot control who and how others recognize a particular
identity (Gee, 2001).
By combining these three levels of theory, I have created a theoretical framework
that centers on the construction of identity in an academic setting among African
American females. This construction of identity acknowledges the intersectionality of
race and gender, which is accounted for by BFT; provides the opportunity to explore the
possible crises and commitments made by African American female engineering majors,
which is accounted for by Marcia’s academic identity statuses; and gives insight into how
African American female engineering majors construct their academic identities, which is
accounted for by Gee’s theory. Not only do these three levels of theory fit together well
when attempting to uncover the academic identities of African American female
engineering students, they provide a comprehensive view of the construct. Without these
three levels of theory, important factors may be overlooked (i.e. intersectionality, crisis,
identity negotiation, etc.). This theoretical framework provides the necessary
components in order to expose the research problem.
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Rationale
Historically, the United States has excluded African Americans and women from
pursuing higher levels of education for multiple reasons including: (a) both African
Americans and women were considered unable to learn and obtain higher levels of
education; (b) women were primarily concerned with marriage and would abandon their
quest for education as soon as the opportunity to marry was presented; (c) African
Americans were denied the opportunity to learn how to read and write for fear they
would gather enough information to incite rebellion; and (d) institutions of higher
education did not allow African Americans or women to enter during their first few
decades of existence. As a result of these factors, African American women have been
doubly excluded due to the intersectionality of their race and gender. However, current
statistics support the fact that African American women are overcoming the obstacle of
intersectionality and pursuing higher education in large numbers. Even within the field
of engineering, African American women have surpassed African American men
although there is still much work to be done to continue to increase the presence of
African American women in the field of engineering when compared to European
American men and women. With the odds against them because of their race and gender,
the question becomes why do these extraordinary African American women pursue the
field of engineering knowing they occupy a minority position within the field. Perhaps
the answer can be found in how African American female engineering students construct
their academic identities.
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Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this Black Feminist narrative inquiry is to explore the experiences
of African American female engineering majors at a predominately white institution by
exposing how they construct their academic identities. In order to do this, I conducted
semi-structured, academic life history interviews with eight African American women
who were pursuing their undergraduate degrees in the field of engineering at a
predominately white institution in the Mid-South region of the United States. The
following three research questions guided each of my interviews: (a) what are the
educational experiences of African American female engineering majors at a
predominately white institution? (b) how do African American female engineering
majors understand their academic identities? and (c) how do the educational experiences
of African American female engineering students construct their academic identities as
engineers?
Significance of the Study
Take a moment and reflect back to the introduction of this chapter when I asked
you to imagine a construction site. Remember the image that you created while you were
reading the opening paragraph and then reflect on the face of that engineer that you
created in your mind. No gendered language existed in that opening paragraph because I
did not want to influence your own construction of that engineer’s race and gender. This
study is significant because the majority of individuals who will read this will picture a
European American male engineer or if they picture a female, she will be of European
American descent. Even as I was crafting that opening paragraph, I battled with trying to
eliminate the use of gendered words. This is why this study is significant because until
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an African American fifth grade girl is presented with the same scenario and pictures
herself in that role, this type of research must continue.
Further, the United States needs to produce more STEM workers as these fields
make up 50% of our economy. Yet only 5% of workers in the United States are in the
STEM fields (Adkins, 2012). In an effort to increase the number of STEM workers, the
Obama Administration has been committed to educating students within the STEM
fields. First Lady Michelle Obama discussed this in 2011 in an effort to diversify STEM
fields. “If we’re going to out-innovate and out-educate the rest of the world, we’ve got to
open doors for everyone. We need all hands on deck, and that means clearing hurdles for
women and girls as they navigate careers in science, technology, engineering, and math.”
(WhiteHouse.gov, 2014b). President Barack Obama echoes the first lady’s comments
with the following quote from the Third Annual White House Science Fair, which took
place in April 2013: “One of the things that I’ve been focused on as President is how we
create an all-hands-on-deck approach to science, technology, engineering, and math…”
(Whitehouse.gov, 2014a).
This information supports the need for various types of research to be conducted
in an effort to increase the participation of American citizens in STEM fields. By
focusing on the education of African American women who pursue engineering, I am
targeting a group of individuals who are already enrolling in college in large numbers.
By engaging in this research, I can attempt to make undergraduate engineering education
programs better by exposing the benefits and challenges African American female
engineering students’ experience.
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Operational Definitions of Key Terms
African American/black: A racial or ethnic descendent from Africa
BFT: Black Feminist Theory
European American/white: A racial or ethnic descendent from Europe
Identity: An internalized view of self that is constantly developing
Intersectionality: The interaction of multiple systems of oppression
Narrative: One’s personal story about their own life experiences
Thematic Analysis: Analysis that focuses on recording patterns in data
STEM: Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics
Chapter Descriptions
Chapter 1 provides the reader with an introduction to the problem by giving
background information necessary to contextualize the problem. Additionally, an
overview of the theoretical framework was provided to prepare the reader for the three
levels of theory that guided the study. Finally, the problem statement, research questions,
significance of the study, important operational definitions, and a description of each
chapter were provided so that the reader knows what is to come.
Chapter 2 provides a detailed overview of the theoretical framework by breaking
down each level of theory. Additionally, a literature review is provided so that the reader
is familiar with what research has previously been conducted on the topic. Also, the
literature review will highlight the gaps in the current literature that are being addressed
by this study.
Chapter 3 provides an in-depth look at the methodology and methods used when
engaging in this qualitative Black Feminist narrative inquiry. This is where a discussion
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of the appropriateness of the methodology and methods will be provided for the reader,
as well as a detailed description of how my theoretical framework interacts with my
methodology and methods. In addition to this, a description of data collection process
will be included as well as a detailed account of the analysis.
Chapters 4 through 13 will provide the actual analysis of my data. Chapter 4 will
provide a traditional thematic analysis that includes coding, categorizing and the
production of themes. Chapters 5 through 13 will include individual narratives of each
participant. Although chapters 5 through 13 are all analytical chapters, separating each
chapter highlights the unique experience of each participant and makes for a document
that is easier to follow. Chapter 14 will take the form of a play in an effort to expose
others to the experiences of my participants and chapter 15 will provide conclusions,
implications, and suggestions for future research.
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Chapter 2
Theoretical Framework
At the beginning of chapter 1, I asked you to imagine an engineer at a
construction site in order to orient you to the topic at hand. This time, I would like you to
picture an 18-year-old African American girl on her first day of classes in college. The
young lady in question stands 5’7”, 135 pounds with chocolate brown skin and shoulder
length curly natural black hair. She is wearing black Nike sneakers with a pink
checkmark on the outside of each shoe, dark blue denim skinny jeans that sit low on her
waist, a cobalt blue tank top with the words just do it etched across in black letters, and
pink hoop earrings about the size of an oreo cookie in each ear. She is wearing black
rimmed oval shaped glasses and has a three-subject notebook in her left hand with a
black gel ink pen clipped to the outside of the notebook. Her cell phone is in her back
pocket concealed in a pink and black zebra print cell phone wallet case with a solid black
wrist strap hanging just outside of her pocket. She walks into her Introduction to
Engineering course and sits in the third row from the front. She opens her notebook,
checks her phone to make sure it is on silent, and then takes her pen in anticipation of
experiencing her first college-level engineering class. The professor, a European
American man who appears to be in his 60s, walks into the class and begins to introduce
himself. After his introduction, he begins to propose a problem to the class in hopes of
obtaining the correct answer from the bright-eyed freshmen. A 19-year-old male of
Indian descent in the fifth row shouts an answer that the professor tells him is wrong and
that the next time he yells out without raising his hand the answer better be correct. A
European American male in the front row raises his hand and offers an answer to which
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the professor tells him is incorrect. The entire class sits in dead silence for the next 5 s
until the professor says, “What is the matter? Can the rest of you not think?” He then
looks at the African American girl in the third row and asks her for an answer. Her voice
is shaky as she is a little uncertain, but has been attempting to think through the answer
for the past few minutes. She offers an answer and the professor stares at her in disbelief.
A smile comes across his face as he says, “I suggest you boys study with this young lady
because she is the only one here with half a brain.” Her face becomes flushed as she
feels a sense of pride for getting the answer correct, but also a sense of embarrassment as
the professor has just deemed her the smart one in the class. She takes a deep breath and
takes a look around the classroom. It is at that moment she realizes she is the only
African American and the only female in the class.
The above experience acknowledges a few major facets regarding the experiences
of African American women who choose to pursue engineering, particularly at a
predominately white institution (PWI) Although African American females outnumber
African American men when it comes to pursuing engineering education, they still lag
behind when compared to European American men who earned over half of the
engineering bachelor’s degrees obtained in 2010 (National Action Council for Minorities
in Engineering, 2012). Additionally, African American women who choose to pursue a
degree in engineering tend to experience being either the only African American, the only
female, or the only African American female in a many of their college-level engineering
classes. Hence, African American female engineering students must find a way to
construct their academic identities as they attempt to obtain a degree in engineering inspite of their surroundings. These three facets inform the theoretical framework used to
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guide the present study by explaining the way African American female engineering
students construct their academic identities. As a result, this research can inform the best
practices of recruitment and retention efforts for women of color. Additionally, this
research will address a gap in the literature surrounding the relationship between identity
development and the academic decisions and outcomes of African American females
who pursue engineering.
Before deconstructing the macro and micro theories used to frame this study, a
general overview of identity development must be addressed for several reasons. First,
both Black Feminist Theory and academic identity are two theories that highlight
different aspects of an individual’s identity. Second, identity development has been
directly linked to academic outcomes in math and science related disciplines (Aydeniz &
Hodge, 2011; Capobianco, French, & Dieffes-Dux, 2012; Perez, Cromley, & Kaplan,
2014; Zollman, Smith, & Reisdorf, 2011). Third, identity development has previously
been shown to be especially significant for students of color in various academic areas
(Barber, 2012). Fourth, the concept of identity has been defined as a life-long process
that is constantly influx (McAdams, 1995), with a majority of identity development
taking place during adolescence (Erikson, 1956). Further, Fearon (1999) asserts that
“identity in its present incarnation reflects and evokes the idea that social categories are
bound up with the bases of an individual’s self-respect” (p.2). The assessment of identity
offered by Fearon (1999) justifies using the two levels of theory presented in the current
chapter by addressing several major categories society uses to define individuals and by
contextualizing identity in an area that attempts to account for those social categories.
Therefore, this chapter will provide an explanation of this theoretical framework by
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providing a discussion on the macro theory (Black Feminist Theory) and mid-level theory
(academic identity) and will conclude with a discussion of the literature on African
American female engineering students. It will end with a discussion of the literature on
African American female engineering students
Black Feminist Theory
Black feminist theory (BFT) is the macro-level theory I have used to frame the
experiences of the nine African American female engineering students in this study. BFT
considers race, gender, class, sexuality, age and the intersection of these socially
constructed factors in an effort to contextualize the experiences of African American
women in a culture that has oftentimes excluded them from societal discourse within the
United States. In attempting to expose the oppression of African American women as a
collective, BFT also acknowledges that all African American women are not oppressed
the same way and that some serve as the oppressor of other African American women in
certain situations (Hill-Collins, 2009). In an effort to highlight this exclusion and add to
the larger social understanding of oppression and social identity, Black feminist theory
not only serves as a channel to justice for African American women as a group, but also
for additional groups who share similar oppressions. It further provides African
American women with the knowledge required for them to persist despite the differential
treatment they receive in comparison to their differently raced and gendered peers. Thus,
BFT is a critical social theory. According to Hill-Collins (2009),
As critical social theory, Black feminist thought encompasses bodies of
knowledge and sets of institutional practices that actively grapple with the central
questions facing U.S. black women as a group. Such theory recognizes that U.S.
black women constitute one group among many that are differently placed within
situations of injustice. What makes critical social theory ‘critical’ is its
commitment to justice, for one’s own group and for other groups. (p. 35)
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Stemming from the epistemology of constructionism, which acknowledges that no
one, objective truth exists because meaning is created as individuals interact with their
environment (Crotty, 1998), Black feminist theory combines Critical Race theory and
gender in an effort to analyze the unique experiences of African American women in the
United States. Critical Race Theory, which is also housed under the epistemology of
constructionism, emerged from Critical Legal Studies in an effort to trouble, or disrupt,
the way race is constructed within the United States; specifically in the area of law
(Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995). What distinguishes Black feminist theory
from Critical Race Theory are six unique characteristics, which include: (a) the idea that
African American women are an oppressed group of individuals in the United States and
as a result of this oppression, tend to engage in activism; (b) African American women
facing similar challenges in the United States and therefore, creating a mutual sense of
knowledge regarding their position within American society; (c) focusing on the
relationship between the experiences of African American women and the mutual sense
of knowledge or group standpoint; (d) focusing on the necessary contributions of African
American female intellectuals, which encompasses a commonplace knowledge that
includes information passed between African American women on a daily basis, and a
specialized knowledge that comes from working or middle-class citizens; (e) remaining
dynamic, meaning that as social and cultural changes occur, BFT must evolve to
accommodate those changes; and (f) the relationship BFT has with other social justice
endeavors (Hill-Collins, 2009).
Although these six characteristics of black feminist theory are not unique in and
of themselves, the merging of all six of these characteristics provides black feminist
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theory with the critical lens needed to uncover the experiences of African American
women in American culture. According to Hill-Collins (2009), even though each African
American female’s experiences may be interpreted differently, the convergence of these
six unique characteristics may be used to expose the core themes found within black
feminist theory. Each of these themes acknowledges the differences in the experiences of
African American women while also leading to a collective standpoint that seems to be a
central focus found in all experiences of African American women. These themes
include: work, family, and Black women’s oppression, mammies, matriarchs, and other
controlling images, the power of self-definition, the sexual politics of black womanhood,
black women’s love relationships, black women and motherhood, and rethinking black
women’s activism. These seven themes each address an aspect of identity development
in African American females because they each highlight varied societal, in some cases
stereotypical, views of African American womanhood. Table 1 provides an overview
and brief explanation of each theme.
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Table 1
Core Themes in Black Feminist Thought
Core Themes in
Black Feminist
Thought

Description of Themes



Work, Family,
and Black
Women’s
Oppression








Mammies,
Matriarchs, and
Other
Controlling
Images



African American women are viewed as objects, which leads
to their dehumanization
Focuses on the paid work of African American women, which
tends to include service positions (i.e. domesticate, fast-food
workers, etc.)
Highlights the unpaid familial work of African American
women, which often goes overlooked
Addresses the class differences in African American women’s
work
Those who control the definitions of work and family,
determine the perception of African American women
Acknowledges that African American women occupy the
position of other in American culture
African American women are viewed in stereotypical ways;
which are developed by the dominant group and dispensed by
the media. This serves to keep them in an inferior position
Dominant Stereotypes/Controlling Images of black Women
o The Mammy is the faithful, submissive servant; the
good black mother
o The Matriarch is the bad black mother
o The Welfare Mother is a working-class black woman
who feels entitled to government assistance vs the
Welfare Queen who also feels this way but is very
materialistic and less likely to work
o The Black Lady is the middle-class professional who
is has no time for men
o The Emergent Woman is a middle-class black
professional woman who has altered her view of
femininity and men
o The Jezebel (aka whore, aka hoochie) is the sexually
deviant black woman.
Acknowledges the ongoing issue of colorism within the
African American community in regards to standards of
beauty
(table continues)
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Core Themes in
Black Feminist
Thought

Description of Themes


The Power of
Self-Definition





The Sexual
Politics of Black
Womanhood






Black Women’s
Love
Relationships






Black Women
and Motherhood





Finding a communal voice developed by African American
women is important and must be done in a safe space, which
tends to include: relationships with other African American
women, African American music, and African American
literature
Self-definition is important because it moves African
American women from victimization to freedom of mind, calls
for respect, independence and personal empowerment, which
all highlight the importance of African American women’s
consciousness
African American women’s sexuality falls in one of two
categories: their sexuality is either ignored or they are
hypersexualized
Sexuality is another distinct social concept to consider when
focusing on intersectionality
Speaking out about African American women’s sexuality has
been discouraged
Heterosexism serves as a form of oppression for all African
American women
Accounts for the notion of trouble in the relationships between
African American men and women; this involves African
American men wanting to be ruler and African American
women dealing with being submissive
Accounts for African American women remaining single; even
though they desire to enter into relationships with African
American men
African American men desire European American women thus
rejecting African American women
Accounts for the ways African American lesbian relationships
trouble this notion of the unlovable black woman
Motherhood is where African American women learn the
importance of self-respect, self-definition, and self-reliance
Acknowledges that a mother could be a biological mother or
an “othermother” (Hill-Collins, 2009, p. 192)
African American mothers must teach their daughters how to
physically survive sexual politics and oppression
Motherhood is a symbol of power
(table continues)
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Core Themes in
Black Feminist
Thought

Description of Themes



Rethinking
Black Women’s
Activism




Surviving oppression is a form of resistance, which, in turn, is
activism
Activism occurs during the struggle for the survival of African
American women as a collective as they attempt to develop a
level of influence within current social structures
Activism also occurs during the struggle for institutional
transformation in an effort to modify existing discriminatory
governmental policy
Group survival is a struggle as many African Americans do
not own their blackness, which in turn, devalues what it means
to be black

In addition to the six unique features and core themes of black feminist thought,
intersectionality is the foundation of this theory and the final aspect that will be discussed
in reference to the current study.
Intersectionality. Please recall this chapter’s anecdotal introduction, particularly
when the African American female turned around to realize that she was the only African
American and the only female in her introductory engineering course. In that one
moment, she may have experienced a plethora of emotions ranging from shame to pride,
or even anger or disbelief. The problem is that historically, researchers have only
focused on either gender or race to analyze the experiences of women of color, while
virtually ignoring the other major factors at play in their experiences (Dill & Zambrana,
2003; Malcom et al., 1976). In an effort to address this problem, Kimberlé Crenshaw,
Nira Yuval-Davis, and Michelle Fine each initiated the discussion of how certain groups
of individuals must fight for equality along two or more different dimensions (Berger &
Guidroz, 2009). This fight for equality became known as intersectionality, which
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acknowledges that socially constructed categories (i.e., race, gender, sexuality, etc.) may
overlap and form a system of oppression that may be overlooked by only examining one
socially constructed category (Dill, 2009). Intersectionality is an interdisciplinary field
that focuses on the experiences of groups who are oppressed on more than one social
dimension and is built on the hunt for social justice for all individuals (Weber & ParraMedina, 2003). In fact, intersectionality emerged from the field of Critical Legal Studies
and was developed in an effort to explain the financial, educational, and occupational
disparities in the United States that exist and tend to occur along those social categories.
These disparities lead to inequality as these social categories privilege certain individuals
over others based on group affiliation. Although these social categories tend to overlap,
researchers have historically considered each social category separately. This discounts
the experiences of certain individuals whose experiences are framed by more than one
category, specifically women of color (Dill & Zambrana, 2009).
As a result, the intersectional approach to research and teaching emerged from
women of color in the United States as they lived and attempted to explain their
experiences (Dill & Zambrana, 2009). Women of color argued that race, class, gender,
and sexuality are interconnected social categories that are specifically evident to those
who experience inequality based on more than one of those social categories (Weber &
Parra-Medina, 1998). Inequality in this sense is defined as “institutionalized patterns of
unequal control over and distribution of a society’s valued goods and resources such as
land, property, money, employment, education, healthcare, and housing” (Dill &
Zambrana, 2009, p. 2). In an effort to expose this inequality, women of color in the
United States used an intersectional lens to critique the exclusion of their experiences
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from societal discourse due to eurocentric, middle-class, heterosexual norms. This paved
the way for researchers to begin to understand the restraints placed on and lack of
opportunities provided to all marginalized groups within the United States through the
use of intersectional analysis (Dill & Zambrana, 2009).
Dill and Zambrana (2009) defined intersectional analysis as a strategy that uses
“a systematic approach to understanding human life and behavior that is rooted in the
experiences and struggles of marginalized people” (p. 4). By focusing on the experiences
of individuals who identify with multiple social dimensions and highlight the density of
human experience, intersectional analysis attempts to do the following: recreate
knowledge to include the various ways life is experienced; disseminate this knowledge by
developing new curricula and encouraging change in higher education institutions; apply
this new knowledge so that everyone’s voice is displayed equally; and support public
policies that acknowledge all voices that are heard (Dill & Zambrana, 2009). Hill-Collins
(2009) also viewed intersectionality as an analytical lens that claims that socially
constructed categories are actually systems of power that shape the experiences of
African American women and are shaped by African American women.
Intersectional analysis involves two levels, individual and societal/structural. The
individual level reveals how these interlocking systems create an opportunity for identity
expression. The societal/structural level goes a step further by revealing how the role
systems of power play in the development and maintenance of social justice, inequality,
and systemic and institutional oppression. In addition to these two levels, intersectional
analysis provides an opportunity for researchers to not only highlight new experiences,
but to create new knowledge to address issues of inequality and power.
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Finally, the relationship between intersectionality and power must also be
considered. When using intersectional analysis, power can be both oppressive and
pervasive (Dill & Zambrana, 2009). First, one of the major tenants of black feminist
theory is to empower African American women, which means to elevate African
American women to a higher societal position (Hill-Collins, 2009). Hill-Collins (2009)
argues that power and empowerment must be redefined within black feminist thought,
and she provides two important discussions of power. The first regards the dialectical
relationship between oppression and activism, which suggests that groups who occupy a
more powerful position in society tend to oppress groups who occupy a less powerful
position. This leads to a hierarchy of power, which is addressed by hooks (2000) when
she acknowledges that African American women are in a unique position as they have
been equally oppressed by African American men and European American women, who,
in turn, have both been oppressed by European American men in American society. She
unpacks this idea by stating that:
European American women and African American men have it both ways. They
can act as oppressor or be oppressed. African American men may be victimized
by racism, but sexism allows them to act as exploiters and oppressors of women.
European American women may be victimized by sexism, but racism enables
them to act as exploiters and oppressors of black people. Both groups have led
liberation movements in favor of their interests and support the continued
oppression of other groups. African American male sexism has undermined
struggles to eradicate racism just as white female racism undermines feminist
struggle. As long as these two groups or any group defines liberation as gaining
social equality with ruling-class [European American] men, they have a vested
interest in the continued exploitation and oppression of others. (hooks, 2000, p.
16)
This places African American women at the bottom of occupational and social ladders
due to the intersectionality of race and gender.
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The second idea of power is that it is not something people possess but is
something that is constantly in flux (Hill-Collins, 2000). These notions of power are not
only popular within black feminist thought, but also within all similar social justice
movements. For example, in the larger feminist movement, some women became
feminists in order to obtain the same power that men possessed. However, all men are
not in the same kinds of positions of power. For instance, some early feminists desired
the same power as men in order to gain reform, yet while African American men are
males, they do not possess the level of power associated with the dominate group on
society.
Dill and Zambrana take their discussion of power and intersectional analysis to
another level by acknowledging the complexity of power and echoing Weber’s (2001)
statement that as power shifts, oppression is experienced differently based on contextual,
historical, cultural, and geographical factors. In order to convey the complexity of
power, Dill and Zambrana (2009) discuss four different types of power at play when
engaging in intersectional analysis. The first is interpersonal power, which focuses on
the way individuals interact with one another on a daily basis. As a result, interpersonal
power tends to go unnoticed because it is simply viewed as part of the daily routine (Dill
& Zambrana, 2009). The second is structural power, which considers how institutional
oppression and inequality are both repeated over time. The third is disciplinary power,
which focuses on the bureaucratic processes that maintain systems of oppression and
inequality. The fourth, and final one is hegemonic power, which considers how cultural
practices and artifacts can shape individual and group ideals. In addition, hegemonic
power supports the facets of structural and disciplinary power.
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Intersectionality considers the overlap of major societal categories that tend to
serve as a system of oppression for individuals in society. As a result, individuals who
suffer from double oppression due to intersectionality must be provided with the
opportunity to express him/her-self. In addition to these socially constructed categories,
other outside factors may also intersect with these categories in an effort to completely
explain a person’s identity. This additional factor, may not necessarily be socially
constructed, but may be contextual.
Academic Identity
Various researchers have acknowledged that identity development and academic
success are related and that this relationship has an effect on reasoning and coping skills
(Berzonsky, 1993). Berger (1998) goes even further to state that if young adults have
developed a strong sense of self they tend to perform better during their college pursuits.
Although these relationships exist in the literature, the idea of academic identity is limited
in its conception. Academic identity is defined as a psychosocial conception of a view of
self that is housed within the academic domain. Initially, academic identity was
developed as a result of Erikson’s (1956, 1963) notion of ego identity. He believed
identity emerged from one’s ego, which is the part of personality that deals with reality
and seeks to satisfy the desires of the individual in socially appropriate ways (Freud,
1923). The ego represents “I” and its development is the focus of Erikson’s (1950, 1968)
eight stage psychosocial theory, which states that individuals must resolve each crisis
experienced across the lifespan in order for the ego to develop all the positive qualities
mentioned within each stage. The crisis of identity vs identity confusion is Erikson’s
fifth stage of psychosocial development. Each stage prior to this one is focused on
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providing the individual with enough information so that she is able to answer the
question, who am I? , while the remaining stages of Erikson’s theory are shaped based
upon the answer to that question. This fifth stage of Erikson’s psychosocial theory takes
place during adolescence, which is the developmental period between childhood and
adulthood. According to Erikson (1950, 1968), at this stage adolescents question
everything that was previously learned as they attempt to detach from their parents in an
effort to form their own ego identity. This places the adolescent in a state of “increased
vulnerability” as the mind is in between the morality learned in childhood and the ethics
that are to be learned in adulthood (Erikson, 1968, p. 96). As a result, this crisis takes
place in late adolescents, which is when ego identity tends to develop. Erikson (1950,
1968) goes further with his concept of ego identity by stating that it encompasses three
separate constructs. The first is structural, which focuses on the overall psychodynamic
process. When considering the structural aspect of identity, one must consider that it is
an important part of a larger gestalt (i.e., personality; Marcia, 1993). The second is
phenomenological, which focuses on the way an individual experiences, possesses, and
does not have an identity. When focusing on the phenomenological aspect, one must
distinguish between the formation of an identity and the construction of an identity
(Marcia, 1993). When we accept the identity that is placed on us by parents or childhood
mentors, we have engaged in identity formation. However, when we make our own
decisions about who we become and what path we are to take, we engage in identity
construction (Marcia, 1993). The third is behavioral, which focuses on the observable
aspects of identity (Marcia, 1993). How can one observe identity when it is virtually
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unobservable? These concepts of ego identity put forth by Erikson led to the creation and
validation of what Marcia (1966) refers to as ego identity statuses.
Marcia’s Ego Identity Statuses. Marcia (1966) expanded upon Erikson’s fifth
stage of identity vs identity confusion by creating the ego identity status in response to
Erikson’s view that this stage marks the time in life when an individual must make a
commitment to occupational and ideological goals. As a result, Marcia established two
major conditions when developing ego identity statuses. The first condition is crisis,
which involves choosing between several, significant options. The second condition is
commitment, which focuses on the vow an individual made to certain occupational role.
These two criteria may be applied in various settings including occupational choice
(Marcia, 1966). After considering these two criteria, Marcia developed four ego identity
statuses that were deemed essential to Erikson’s theory. They are identity achievement,
identity diffusion, identity moratorium, and identity foreclosure.
Identity achievement. The individual who is identity achieved has experienced
crisis by exploring alternatives and has made a commitment to an occupation. This
individual has considered parental input, but made a commitment that may or may not be
aligned with that input. From an ideological standpoint, the identity achieved individual
would be able to handle unexpected changes in the environment, should they arise
(Marcia, 1966). These individuals are less likely to succumb to self-esteem
manipulation, possess the highest level of ego identity, and tend to handle stress well
(Marcia & Friedman, 1970).
Identity diffusion. The individual who is identity diffused has yet to make any
type of commitment and may not have experienced crisis. With this status, the
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exploration of alternatives is not the focus; it is the lack of commitment that plagues the
person with this status. This individual is not even remotely concerned about the lack of
commitment and comes across with a go with the flow attitude. In regards to ideology,
the identity diffused individual can come across as uninterested or as willing to engage a
little in everything offered (Marcia, 1966). These individuals have the lowest concept of
ego identity, handle stress poorly, and are most likely to succumb to self-esteem
manipulation (Marcia & Friedman, 1970).
Identity moratorium. The individual who is experiencing identity moratorium is
currently in crisis and considering every alternative available. No commitment has been
made although this person is actively trying to make a commitment as opposed to the
identity diffused person who is unbothered by the lack of commitment. This individual is
trying to reach a compromise between the parental input, societal strains, and personal
competencies, which highlights a tendency for the identity moratorium person to become
concerned with juvenile matters as opposed to the focus on adult matters (Marcia, 1966).
These individuals have high stress levels and possess the need for guidance toward a
commitment and rebellion against their parents. Yet, they tend to be similar to identity
achieved individuals when considering self-esteem and ego identity (Marcia & Friedman,
1970).
Identity foreclosure. The individual who is identity foreclosed has not
experienced crisis, but has made an occupational commitment. This commitment tends
to be one that the individual’s parents have made on the adolescent’s behalf. It tends to
be impossible to separate the adolescent’s ideologies and the parents’ ideology because
each is so intertwined. If this person were placed into a situation where the parents’
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ideologies failed, the adolescent would not know how to handle the situation and feel
threatened (Marcia, 1966). These individuals set goals that are impossible to obtain, have
self-esteem that is easily altered, and handle stress poorly (Marcia & Friedman, 1970).
These four ego identity statuses not only provide insight to the occupational and
ideological choices of late adolescents, but also tend to be related to self-concept, selfdefinition, self-acceptance, and anxiety (Marcia, 1966). Marcia (1966) and Marcia and
Friedman (1970) provide insight into the relationships between each ego identity status
and the previously listed psychological factors of self. For instance, individuals who are
ego identity achieved “seem less confused in self-definition and are freer from anxiety”
(Marcia, 1966, p. 552).
Although the 1966 study by Marcia only focused on male college students, in
1970 Marcia and Friedman focused on ego identity status in college women. Once
again, pulling from Erikson, the authors acknowledged that when women construct their
ego identities they must consider their biological make-up. The purpose of the study was
to apply ego identity statuses to women by adding in attitudes towards pre-marital sex in
an effort to acknowledge the biological component that Erikson says is essential to the
development of ego identity in women. Marcia and Friedman (1970) considered attitudes
toward pre-marital sex as something that was unique to women and then attempted to
assess their levels of crisis and commitment on this construct in addition to the constructs
of occupation and ideology. Lastly, Marcia and Friedman (1970) assessed anxiety, views
of self-esteem and authoritarianism as Marcia (1966) did with his all-male sample
previously. An assessment regarding difficulty of college major was also added for the
college women. Marcia and Friedman (1970) conducted 30-minute, semi-structured
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interviews with 49 senior level women participants in order to determine ego identity
status. As a result, ego identity status for women was based on a combination of
occupation, ideology, and sex and was supported to be present in women. In addition,
the following conclusions were drawn from the study: women who were identity
achieved had more difficult majors than those who were identity diffused; identity
diffused women possessed high levels of stress; identity moratorium women were the
lowest on authoritarian beliefs; and women who were identity foreclosed possessed the
highest levels of self-esteem and lowest levels of anxiety due to their approval-seeking
behaviors (Marcia & Friedman, 1970).
Now that it has been established that the concept of ego identity is prevalent
among late adolescent men and women, the notion of academic identity can be fully
addressed. According to Was and Isaacson (2008) Marcia’s (1966) notion of ego identity
status is the appropriate marker for the construction of the concept of academic identity
because ego identity status is prominent among late adolescents who are concerned with
their occupational futures. As a result of this, Was and Isaacson (2008) developed an
academic identity status measure (AIM). AIM assesses choosing and reasons for
attending a college, level of attention dedicated to class time, academic goals and
priorities, interest and motivation, discipline, volition, and persistence through instances
of failure as well as ways in which college students respond to failure (Was & Isaacson,
2008). Was and Isaacson (2008) reported that academic identity status was directly
related to the various study habits college students tend to display. In addition to the
effect on study habits, Was and Isaacson (2008) also reported that identity statuses tend
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to be context specific, meaning that the status present in an academic setting is different
from those students may present in a work or religious setting.
To take this concept of academic identity further, Chorba, Was, and Isaacson
(2012) used the AIM to assess the relationship between academic identity and selfhandicapping in a sample of 318 undergraduate college students. The majority of the
sample was female (74%) with an average age of 19. After participants completed online
versions of the AIM and the self-handicapping scale, results yielded a significant
relationship between all four academic identity statuses and self-handicapping behaviors.
However, the relationship between self-handicapping and the identity achieved status was
reversed meaning that students who were identity achieved were less likely to engage in
self-handicapping behaviors. The other three identity statuses (diffusion, moratorium,
foreclosed) were all positively correlated with self-handicapping behaviors, meaning that
students who identified as either diffused, moratorium, or foreclosed tended to engage in
self-handicapping behaviors (Chorba et al., 2012). Chorba et al. (2012) explained these
findings by linking identity moratorium students with experiencing a time of academic
uncertainty and categorizing identity diffused students as academically indecisive. They
go on to explain identity foreclosed students as also being more academically decisive
than their academically identity achieved peers (Chorba et al., 2012).
In addition to Marcia, Gee (2001) provides the rationale as to why identity should
be used as a lens for analyzing research outcomes. He begins with a general discussion
of the term identity by informing the reader that identity denotes that an individual is a
“certain kind of person” (Gee, 2001, p. 99). As a result, an individual may possess
multiple identities at any given time and the person’s identity may change depending
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upon the context (Gee, 2001). Gee goes on to acknowledge that individuals also possess
a core identity, which tends to be more stable across various surroundings. According to
Gee, an individual’s core identity should not be used as an analytic lens for research.
Instead, Gee offered four different ways to use identity as an analytic tool.
Gee’s Theory of Identity. Gee (2001) begins by providing the reader with “four
ways to view identity” or four ways to identify an individual as a “certain kind of person”
(p. 100). Although there are four different perspectives to consider, Gee cautions the
reader that each perspective is not separate from the others. They are all interconnected
in theory and practice. These four views provide us with explanations on how identity is
created and maintained over the lifespan.
Nature-Identity: A State. The first view of identity discussed by Gee (2001) is
the nature-identity; also known as N-Identities. The idea behind this view is that the
individual is in a state and there is nothing the individual has done to accomplish this
state-related identity. Gee argues that this identity view implies a force that is applied to
the individual. This force comes from nature and the individual has no control over it.
An example of this view would be birth order, as individuals have no control over when
they were born. These N-Identities only become true identities when they are recognized
by the individual or others. Once they are recognized, they become meaningful
representations of the individual. Meaningful representations are developed through the
created discourses the individual engages in with other individuals and institutions. The
acknowledgement of the N-Identity is related to the creation of the other identity views.
Institution-Identity: A Position. The institutional view of identity, also known as
I-Identity, is granted to the individual by an authority figure. The power in this identity
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comes from an institution and the authority the institution possesses. As a result, the
individual once again has no control over this power. These I-identities are either
imposed onto the individual, or are viewed as the individual’s calling (Gee, 2001). With
the I-identity, the individual may be a passive participant if the identity was imposed on
them, or the individual may be an active participant if the person views this identity as a
calling. Whether active or passive, the individual is placed into a position by an
institution, thus the term I-identity (Gee, 2001).
Discursive-Identity: An Individual Trait. The discursive view of identity (DIdentity) focuses on traits of the individual. The power in this identity comes from
“rational individuals” (Gee, 2001, p. 103). Gee defined rational as the way individuals
interact with another individual. When a person interacts with another person, they are
not interacting out of compulsion, but simply because they want to interact with the
person (Gee, 2001). It is through this interaction that the individual trait is expressed and
experienced. The power here works through recognition of the expressed individual trait
(Gee, 2001). D-Identities are used to create and maintain I-Identities. However, DIdentities can be created without the reliance on the institution that is necessary to create
the I-Identity (Gee, 2001). Individuals may be active or passive with their discursive
identity as with their institution identity. If the individual trait is ascribed, then the
individual tends to be a more passive recipient of the D-identity; if the trait is achieved,
the person is more active (Gee, 2001).
Affinity-Identity: Experiences. The affinity view of identity (A-Identities)
focuses on the experiences of the individual. The power in this view of identity comes
from the affinity group, which is defined as a group who shares “an allegiance to, access
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to, and participation in specific practices that provide each of the group’s members the
requisite experiences” (Gee, 2001, p. 105). Power in this view of identity is expressed
through participation and sharing. When studying A-Identities, one is specifically
focusing on the shared, discrete practices that maintain group associations. The
allegiance to the group can have a primary cause, which is linked to a set of mutual
actions; or secondary cause, which is linked to a shared culture (Gee, 2001).
Gee acknowledges that these four views of identity can have a different
perspective on an identity label. He uses the term African American as an example and
discusses how it is viewed through each of the four identity lenses. As an N-Identity,
being African American is biological and is controlled by nature (Gee, 2001). As an IIdentity, being African American may equate to holding a certain position or status. For
example, specifically within the realm of education, being African-American is
sometimes related to being at-risk (Gee, 2001). As a D-Identity, being African American
is constructed within discourse that takes place in society surrounding race (Gee, 2001).
Finally, as an A-Identity, being African American denotes that there are certain
characteristics shared by a group of African American individuals, thus creating an
affinity group (Gee, 2001). With this example, Gee shows that individuals can negotiate
their identities and the ways in which individuals are seen. A problem occurs, however,
when assessing how and who recognizes a particular identity.
Within various contexts at any time, individuals engage in combination, which
Gee (2001) defines as a way of merging speaking, interacting, using body language,
dressing, feeling, believe, and using things, all in a specified manner. Combination can
be seen as active or passive, meaning that an individual may want to be recognized a
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certain way or may leave it up to the observer to be recognized in a “certain way” (Gee,
2001, p. 109). When using combination to be recognized as a certain kind of person, Gee
considers this “Discourse with a capital D” (p. 110). Through the use of the term
Discourse, Gee is acknowledging that there are different ways of being and that an
individual may possess these different ways of being and maintain them in separate areas
or combine them.
When considering academic identity, Gee’s (2001) theory leads us to define the
term as an I-Identity, a D-Identity, or an A-Identity. The term academic denotes that an
institution is in power and placing that identity onto an individual, or that the individual
has chosen to accept the identity given to them by the institution. For example, the term
student denotes that the individual is pursuing education at the primary, secondary, or
tertiary level. This is how academic identity can be viewed as an I-Identity. Academic
identity may also be viewed as a D-Identity when individuals interact with an individual
and characterize them as an academic. They may also categorize them as educated,
which tends to denote an individualized trait. Finally, academic identity may be viewed
as an A-identity as individuals may share the same traits as others. In this case, it may be
the idea that college students are a specialized population as they tend to share similar
experiences all across the world.
By contextualizing identity within the domain of academia and accounting for the
intersectionality of various social factors, a comprehensive view of the way African
American females construct their identity as they pursue a degree in engineering may be
exposed. In addition, BFT and academic identity may also account for the historical
exclusion African American females have experienced within the field of engineering.
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This historical exclusion is responsible for the limited number of African American
women who pursue engineering. Even further, this exclusion has limited the amount of
research available on African American female engineers and engineering students. The
following section will review literature that not only focuses specifically on African
American female engineering students; but that also consider ethnicity and gender among
engineering students.
Literature Review
Malcom et al. (1976) published their seminal work The Double Bind discussing
the oppressive position of being a woman of color with an interest in science. At the end
of their landmark report, the authors (1976) included recommendations from their
participants regarding policy and follow-up. One of their recommendations is as follows:
The conferees pointed out that data, wherever and whenever collected, must
specify both sex and racial or ethnic group in all categories and be reported in
such a way that it is possible to tell how many minority women are actually being
counted in each case. It is not sufficient to collect data by sex and race and report
only in those categories. The minority women's position gets lost when that is
done. (Malcom et al., 1976, p. 37)
This recommendation is very specific in stating that research conducted on scientists
should include race and gender so that all individuals are included. Moreover, the
statement is also calls for more research to be conducted regarding the experiences of
women of color in science-related fields. Since this report debuted in 1976, research on
women of color in science-related fields has increased, but is still scarce. For instance,
Zanish-Belcher (2012) stated that research on the history of women engineers in
American culture is limited. This is especially true for African American women
engineers who, according to Zanish-Belcher (2012,) would make an excellent focal
population due to the interaction of their race and gender. Zanish-Belcher (2012) echoes
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the recommendation of Malcom, Hall, and Brown’s (1976) participants and further shows
the amount of work left to be done in regards to women of color in science, specifically
in engineering. For the purposes of this study, I focused the literature review on studies
that specifically target African American female engineering students at the college-level.
Social Cognitive Career Theory. In their 2008 study, Trenor, Yu, Waight,
Zerda, and Sha focused on female engineering undergraduates of color in an effort to
assess the relationship between ethnicity and female engineer’s perceptions of
engineering, the influence of these perceptions on their engineering degree pursuits, and
their experiences at diverse colleges and universities. This mixed-methods study used
social cognitive theory as their theoretical framework, specifically in relation to career
choice. As a result, they followed Lent, Brown, and Hackett’s (1994) approach and used
Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT). SCCT acknowledges that an individual’s career
choice is not an isolated occurrence and is influenced by past and present personal factors
(Trenor et al., 2008). According to Trenor and colleagues (2008), SCCT has been
narrowly applied to women of color engineering students. As a result, the authors
attempted to understand the role contextual and personal factors play in the educational
decisions women of color engineering students make. Their study was guided by the
following three research questions: (a) “how is ethnicity related to female students’
selection of and intentions to persist in engineering majors?”; (b) “how do these factors
influence female students’ selection of and intentions to persist in engineering majors?”;
and (c) “what are the experiences of female engineering students of color in an ethnically
diverse learning environment?” (p. 451). The authors took a mixed-methods approach to
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answering their first two research questions and a qualitative, phenomenological
approach for their third one.
Trenor et al. (2008) developed a survey instrument to assess for any statistically
significant relationships between ethnicity and social supports to achieving, barriers to
achieving, sense of belonging, impressions of engineering, and persistence goals. The
authors used their quantitative analysis to guide their qualitative methods of data
collection, which was a semi-structured interview. There were a total of 160 surveys
collected and 37 semi-structured interviews conducted, which lasted from 30 minutes to
one hour. Of the female engineering students who completed the survey, 34% identified
as European American/white, 30% identified as Hispanic, 20% identified as Asian.; 11%
identified as African American/black, and 6% identified as more than one ethnicity.
From the 37 interviews, the sample identified the individuals as 27% European
American/white, 24% African American/black, 22% Asian, 22% Hispanic, and 5% with
more than one ethnicity. The authors engaged in thematic analysis for the qualitative
portion of their study. Three of the authors read and reviewed 10 transcripts
independently, then reunited to agree on a list of themes. This process was completed
three times until all interviews had been analyzed.
The results of the Trenor and colleagues (2008) study are two-fold. For the
quantitative section of the study, all ethnic groups were compared and no differences
were found between ethnic groups in regards to persistence, social support, barriers,
engineering experiences, sense of belonging, and financial influences. However,
significant differences were reported among the ethnic groups in regards to perceptions of
the field of engineering. Specifically, Hispanic students reported more positive
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perceptions than Asian students. The ethnic groups also differed significantly in regards
to generational status in country in that more generations of African American students
reported that their families were born in the United States when compared to Asians.
Also, Hispanic students reported having fewer family members enrolled in college when
compared to African American students and reported more parents with lower levels of
educational attainment than African American and European American students. For the
qualitative section of the study, five major themes emerged. These included: “family and
school personnel influences differed by ethnicity”; purpose for pursuing an engineering
degree differed by ethnicity”; “sense of belonging and social supports existed for
participants of all ethnicities”; “academic preparation acted as a barrier for some students
of color”; and “conflicting role struggles existed for some students of color” (p. 456).
When specifically focusing on African American females, they categorized the transition
from high school to college as difficult in terms of classes and academic workload.
African American females also reported that one of the reasons they entered into
engineering was to give back to their communities.
Lent and colleagues (2005) also used SCCT for their theoretical framework in
their study by examining the predictive ability of SCCT in relation to interest in
engineering and choice of major among students at historically black and predominately
white institutions. Their quantitative study included 487 students who were enrolled in
introductory-level engineering courses at one of three universities in the eastern United
States. Of the three universities, two of them were historically black colleges or
universities (HBCUs) and the other was a predominately white institution (PWI).
Participants from the HBCUs included 221 students with 70 identifying as female, 150
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identifying as male, and one not indicating his or her gender. A majority of participants
identified as African American (87%) with the remaining students identifying as
European American (2%), Native American (2%), Hispanic (1%), Asian (1%), and
multiracial (7%). Participants from the PWI included 266 students with 52 identifying as
female and 214 identifying as male. A majority of participants identified as European
American (63%), while the remaining participants identified as African American (9%),
Hispanic (3%), Asian (22%), and multiracial (3%). Data were collected during one class
period at the end of the fall semester so that students could draw from at least one
semester of college. Survey measures included a background questionnaire, selfefficacy, outcome expectations, interests, major goals, social support, and barriers. For
the combined sample, self-efficacy and outcome expectations accounted for 37% of the
variance in interests. Self-efficacy also predicted goals, while supports and barriers
jointly predicted self-efficacy. Interests and barriers also predicted goals; but the
proposed relationship between support, outcome expectations, and goals was not
supported. In addition to overall sample findings, Lent et al., (2005) also reported
findings by gender and by university type. In regards to gender, there were no
differences between men and women when focusing on interests, outcome expectations,
and self-efficacy. However, differences were observed on social support and barriers.
Women reported more social supports and fewer barriers than their male counterparts.
Finally, in regards to university type, students at HBCUs were similar to students at PWIs
in reference to barriers. However, students at HBCUs differed from students at PWIs on
the other constructs by reported stronger self-efficacy, goals, social support, outcome
expectations, and interests. Although these differences are small, this suggests that
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students at HBCUs perceive certain benefits not experienced by students of engineering
at PWIs.
The Role of Historically Black Colleges and Universities. To further explore
the uniqueness of HBCUs, Perna et al. (2009) focused on Spelman College and the way
they prepared African American female engineers in an effort to increase retention of
African American females in STEM fields. After acknowledging the limited number of
African American women in engineering, Perna and colleagues (2009) reviewed the
literature surrounding the education of African American female engineers. Although
their literature review covered an array of topics, the authors also cited information that
overlapped between women and people of color within engineering with only a subset of
articles that specifically focused on African American female engineers. By attempting
to report the role that an HBCU, specifically a women’s college, has in educating African
American female engineers, they addressed a partial gap in the literature. Perna et al.
(2009) engaged in a qualitative case study because they wanted to understand the
contextual factors that led to the African American females’ persistence. The authors
chose Spelman College because it is a historically black women’s college with a history
of producing successful graduates. For their case study, Perna and colleagues (2009)
conducted focus groups that were led by women of color. Participants included 19
students (all STEM majors), three faculty members (all in STEM fields), and five staff
members (all work within a STEM department). The authors engaged in thematic
analysis and presented four themes that emerged from their data. These themes included:
the reputation of Spelman’s success as one major reason African American females chose
to attend; freshmen-level African American female engineering majors enter Spelman
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with high educational objectives and occupational goals and maintain these high
objectives and goals throughout their time at Spelman; the three major barriers identified
by Malcom et al. (1976) as being problematic for women scientists of color (academic,
psychological, and financial) are acknowledged by students and faculty; and Spelman
College has implemented various buffers to limit the impact the above mentioned factors
can have on the engineering degree attainment of African American women, which
include “structural characteristics, the cooperative rather than competitive peer culture,
the efforts of faculty to actively encourage and promote students’ success, the availability
and use of academic supports, and the availability of undergraduate research
opportunities” (Perna et al., 2009, p. 8).
Marra, Rodgers, Shen, and Bogue (2009) also considered students at HBCUs as
they explored the relationship between self-efficacy and the persistence of female
engineering students who attended PWIs. After establishing that self-efficacy is an
important factor to consider as students matriculate through higher education, the authors
attempted to answer the following three questions: “are there differences in respondents
for the self-efficacy scales for the overall data set; do the scale differences vary by year in
school, ethnicity, or institution; is there a relationship between students’ self-reported
retention plans and their self-efficacy scale scores?” (Marra et al., 2009, p. 30). The
authors surveyed 196 undergraduate female engineering students across five public
institutions in the United States. Of the 196 participants, 60 identified as ethnic
minorities with 11 African Americans, 27 Asians, 16 Hispanics, 1 Native American, and
5 identified as an ethnicity that was not mentioned. Participants were instructed to
complete the Longitudinal Assessment of Engineering Self-Efficacy (LAESE), which
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was designed to specifically focus on female engineering students. According to Marra
et al. (2009), all of the participants reported decreases in feelings of inclusion from fall
2003 to fall 2004. Of all the participants, African American female engineering students
reported the lowest levels of inclusion although this finding was not significant due to the
low numbers of African American female participants.
Persistence in Engineering Education. In addition to feelings of inclusion,
persistence in engineering education is another psychological factor of importance.
Ohland et al. (2011) compared eight-semester persistence and six year graduation rates
for engineering students across various race-gender groups from 1988 to 1998. Data
were obtained from the MIDFIELD database which contains information on
approximately 75,000 freshmen engineering majors. The MIDFIELD database also
includes information from two of the top HBCUs that graduate engineers yearly, which is
why racial comparisons in engineering education persistence can be made. Comparisons
were made between Asian men and women, Hispanic men and women, European
American men and woman, African American men and women, and Native American
men and women. European American men significantly outnumbered all other
participants by making up approximately 62% of the engineering students in the
MIDFIELD database. African American women came in with only 5.4% although they
were not the smallest group represented. Among the 3,957 African American females,
61% matriculated to the eighth semester of an engineering program and approximately
49% graduated within six years. The rate of persistence was higher for Asian men and
women and Hispanic males, but was the same for European American males and
Hispanic females as it was for African American women. Additionally, the rate of
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students who graduated in six years was higher for Asian men and women, Hispanic men
and women, and European American men and women when compared to African
American females (Ohland et al., 2011).
Each of the studies mentioned above contribute to the literature on African
American female engineering students and their academic pursuits. Although the
previously mentioned studies discuss multiple identity related constructs and their
influences on the academic pursuits of African American female engineering students,
none of them discuss the idea of identity as a broad concept. In an effort to close this gap
in the literature, Fleming, Smith, Williams, and Bliss (2013) focused on the construction
of engineering identity of African American and Hispanic undergraduates at HBCUs and
Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs). Using Gee’s (2001) identity theory, along with
other researchers (Buxton, Carlone, & Carlone, 2005; Carlone & Johnson, 2007),
Fleming et al. (2013) illuminated three variables that influence engineering identity.
These include: “how engineering is understood as a science, the rules that govern the
behavior of an engineer and the environmental setting of the institution in which one
learns to become an engineer” (p. 4). With these three guiding variables, Fleming and
colleagues (2013) determined to understand how African American and Hispanic
sophomores construct their engineering identities by using surveys and semi-structured
interviews. They reported that even by sophomore year, African American and Hispanic
students both had some type of engineering identity and being an engineering student was
extremely important to a majority of the sample. When asked how they felt about
engineers, students tended to own their engineering identity by using terms like “I” or
“we”. They also reported that the major was challenging, although this question was
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never directly asked, and that faculty and peers that cared help strengthen their
engineering identity. When specifically focusing on African American students, this
group reported how important it was for them to attend an HBCU although there is no
data that broke this group of individuals down by gender (Fleming et al., 2013).
Tate and Linn (2005) tackled the task of exploring the role identity plays in
women of color engineering students’ experiences. They used multiple identities theory
as their theoretical framework, which stems from situated cognition theory. Situated
cognition theory exposes factors related to the type of person one wishes to become and
the activities in which an individual must engage in order to become that type of person.
Further, multiple identities theory recognizes the intersectionality of race and gender that
frames the experiences of women of color and acknowledges that because of that
intersection of race and gender women of color may belong to different communities.
Tate and Linn (2005) go further by stating that identity may have a positive or negative
impact on academic achievement. Because of this, they explored the experiences of
women of color engineering students in an effort to expose their multiple identities.
Their participants included 5 upper-class female engineering students: 1 African
American, 1 Mexican American, 1 Filipina, 1 who identified as African American and
European American, and 1 who identified as Mexican/Mayan ancestry, Vietnamese, and
European American). Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant
that lasted from 30 to 60 min and focused on academic and social support, interest and
persistence in engineering, and the awareness of racial and gender identity. By using
multiple identities theory as their theoretical framework, Tate and Linn (2005) exposed
the academic, social, and intellectual identities of their participants. In relation to
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academic identity, the participants engaged in help-seeking behaviors by creating their
own study groups, going to tutoring, and having mentors. Participants also reported
strong engagement with their academic environments. A discussion of social identities
revealed that participants distinguished between their academic peer groups and social
peer groups. Social peer groups tended to share the same ethnic background as the
participants, while academic peer groups were identified as being Asian or European
American. This led to feelings of discomfort within an academic context. The
participants did not want to be perceived negatively because of their race and gender.
Also, participants tended to exclude other engineering students from their social peer
groups. Finally, in regards to intellectual identity, participants reported that strong
backgrounds in math and science were important in pursuing degrees in engineering
(Tate & Linn, 2005).
This review of the literature provides a rationale for conducting more research on
African American female engineering students.

Each study provides insight into the

lives of African American females who choose to pursue engineering. These studies,
however, are limited as some only address race or ethnicity and others only address
gender. Even when a study addresses race or ethnicity and gender, it had a limited
number of African American females. In studies that address both race and gender, a
majority of them fail to consider academic identity. In the one study that focused on both
race and gender and considered the academic identities of women of color engineering
majors (Tate & Linn, 2005), only one African American female participated and the
authors did not provide an academic identity theory on which to base their analysis. This
is why my study is relevant as it addresses this gap in the literature by including all
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African American female engineering students as participants and using two theories of
academic identity to assess the way in which African American female engineering
students construct their own academic identities. Further, I incorporated black feminist
theory in an effort to expose the influence the intersectionality of race and gender has on
African American female engineering students as they persist through their majors.
Conclusion
The present study intended to expose the way African American female
engineering students construct their academic identities. The way I chose to engage in
this research was to build my theoretical framework using two levels of theory. First, I
employed black feminist theory as my macro-level theory because it addresses the
intersectionality of race and gender that are a part of all African American women’s
experiences. Next, I employed academic identity as my mid-level theory by focusing on
two major concepts: Marcia’s academic identity statuses and Gee’s theory of applying
identity as a lens in educational research. These two levels of theory addressed the gaps
in the literature as studies tend to focus on either race or ethnicity (Lent et al., 2005;
Ohland et al., 2011) or gender only (Marra et al., 2009) in engineering students. Even
when studies considered race or ethnicity and gender, they failed to directly address the
issue of academic identity development in engineering students (Perna et al., 2009;
Trenor et al., 2008). Finally, when a study did address academic identity development
and race and gender, it did not apply academic identity theory during analysis (Tate &
Linn, 2005). The current study is significant because it addresses the gaps in the
literature surrounding the construction of academic identity in African American female
engineering majors by using black feminist theory and two levels of academic identity.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This chapter focuses on the design and implementation of the current study. It
will begin by reviewing the statement of the problem, research questions, and providing
justification for using a qualitative approach. Next, it will connect the macro theory with
the chosen methodology and methods and then move on to addressing the trustworthiness
of the study. Then, my subjectivities regarding this research will be exposed. Further,
this chapter will provide background on the site selection and participants. Finally, it will
end with a description and justification of the analysis plan.
Statement of the Problem
Historically, African American women have been denied access to education due
to the intersectionality of their race and gender. Regarding race, African Americans were
denied access to education for fear they would learn enough to start a rebellion during the
18th century (Olwell, 1998). In reference to gender, during the 19th century, women
were denied access to education due to the common belief that a woman’s first passion
was marriage and that any quest for education would be abandoned once she found a
suitable mate (Bix, 2004; Ketcham, Frehill, & Jeser-Cannavale, 2005; Riley, Pawley,
Tucker, & Catalano, 2009). In addition to race and gender, class also played a factor in
limiting African American women’s access to education. The attainment of higher
education was reserved for individuals whose family was of a certain social class status
(Frize, 2009). Despite these various limitations, African American women have become
the largest ethnic minority group to pursue higher education within the United States over
the past 30 years. Even within the field of engineering, the number of African American
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women has surpassed the number of African American men (National Action Council on
Minorities in Engineering, 2012). This is a groundbreaking accomplishment, although
the data compiled indicates that within the field of engineering African American female
engineers remain in the minority when compared to European American men and women
engineers, earning only 7.6% of engineering degrees in 2010 (National Action Council on
Minorities in Engineering, 2012). This low number could be attributed to a number of
factors including: lack of interest in engineering, lack of access to the field of
engineering, or lack of knowledge about the field of engineering. But how can
researchers explain the reasons as to why African Americans choose to pursue
engineering despite being a minority in the field? Perhaps the answer can be found by
researching their academic identities.
Thus, the purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of African
American female engineering majors at a predominately white institution by exposing
how they construct their academic identities. In an effort to explore the academic identity
construction of African American female engineering students, I engaged in a black
feminist narrative inquiry study where I conducted semi-structured, academic life history
interviews with nine African American women who were pursuing their undergraduate
degrees in the field of engineering at a predominately white institution in the Mid-South
region of the United States. The following three research questions guided each
interview: (a) what are the educational experiences of African American female
engineering majors at a predominately white institution? (b) how do African American
female engineering majors understand their academic identities? and (c) how do the
educational experiences of African American female engineering students construct their
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academic identities as engineers? In order to address these research questions, I elected
to utilize a qualitative research methodology. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005)
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It
consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that makes the world visible.
These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of
representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs,
recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an
interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or
to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (p. 3)
In an attempt to conform to Denzin and Lincoln’s (2005) definition of qualitative
research, I decided to engage in the qualitative methodology of narrative inquiry.
What is Methodology?
According to Crotty (1998), methodology is “the strategy, plan of action, process
or design lying behind the choice and use of particular methods and linking the choice
and use of methods to the desired outcomes” (p. 3). There are several research
methodologies to choose from when engaging in qualitative research but it is most
appropriate to choose one that aligns with the chosen theoretical framework, which
guides the methodology and contextualizes the research (Crotty, 1998). In order to
determine which qualitative methodologies are best suited, qualitative researchers should
consider the epistemological stance taken by their chosen theory. For instance, the
present study uses black feminist theory as the macro-level theoretical framework. BFT
comes from a constructionism epistemology. Constructionism acknowledges that
knowledge and reality are co-created between an individual and the environment within a
social context (Crotty, 1998). Further, constructionism offers the idea that more than one
type of meaning exists and that truth is not objective (Crotty, 1998). Therefore, each
individual makes their own meaning and, in turn, their own truth. By acknowledging that
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several truths exist, constructionism and theories that fall under its umbrella, set out to
understand, to expose, and/or to emancipate individuals and their experiences. In order to
understand, expose or emancipate anyone, researchers must first hear the participant’s
story or narrative, which will provide insight as to how participants construct their own
meaning. Although several methodologies (ethnography, action research, narrative
inquiry) are appropriate for understanding, exposing, and emancipating the ways
individuals construct their own meaning, I chose to engage in narrative inquiry
Narrative Inquiry
Narrative inquiry is a qualitative research methodology that uses written or
spoken stories to provide a person’s version of an event or series of events (CzarniawskaJoerges, 2004). Chase (2005) defines it as “an amalgam of interdisciplinary analytic
lenses, diverse disciplinary approaches, and both traditional and innovative methods—all
revolving around an interest in biographical particulars as narrated by the one who lives
them” (p. 651). As a methodology, narrative inquiry has roots dating back to the early
1900s in the fields of anthropology, sociology, and psychology. As these disciplines
attempted to prove themselves as hard sciences, they moved away from the use of
narrative inquiry. However, in the 1960s and 1970s, as the Civil Rights Movement and
second-wave feminist movement unfolded, narrative inquiry re-emerged.. Creswell
(2007) stated that narrative research began in literature but has been expanded to many
disciplines including history, sociology, and education, as well as others.
When focusing on narrative inquiry, one must understand the term narrative.
Riessman (2008) equates the term narrative to story. However, she cautions readers that
narrative is much more involved than just a simple story. She unpacks this by stating that
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“narrative is everywhere, but not everything is narrative” (Riessman, 2008, p. 4).
Narratives may originate from individuals or groups of people, but may present
differently in each context. For individuals, narratives are used to argue, remember,
engage, mislead, and justify, whereas a group’s use of narrative focuses on mobilizing
others and breeding a sense of belonging (Riessman, 2008). Chase (2005) identifies three
kinds of narratives. The first is a short story about a particular event; the second is a long
story about a specialized time or event in a person’s life; and the third is a story about a
person’s entire life. For the purposes of the current study, I used a long story about a
specialized time in the life of my participants.
In addition to the above mentioned process, certain terms tend to denote
importance when engaging in narrative inquiry. Perhaps the most important term to
define is stories. In addition to defining narrative, stories must also be defined as they are
things that emerge during the interview that places the participant in a specified context.
Stories usually have a beginning, middle, and end so researchers can contextualize the
complete story into the qualitative narrative (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Denzin &
Lincoln, 1989). Clandinin and Connolly (2000) mention the term temporality. By this
they mean that
…an experience is temporal. But also mean that experiences taken collectively
are temporal. We are therefore not only concerned with life as it is experienced in
the here and now but also with life as it is experienced on a continuum—people’s
lives, institutional lives, lives of things. (p. 19)
Narrative inquiry can give voice to individuals who is often not heard or
overlooked because they are not a member of the group in power. By giving someone a
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voice, researchers expose a subject that is of importance to participants. As researchers,
we are not only paying attention to what the person is saying, we are also aware of how
their story is being told, what their opinions are, and why they possess those opinions
(Chase, 2005). In addition, narrative inquiry can also expose the power dynamics
between an individual and an institution. In order this to occur, Clandinin and Connolly
(2000) developed a 5-step procedure to consider when conducting narrative inquiry. The
researcher should: conclude that narrative inquiry fits with the research problem; gather
participants’ stories using various methods of data collection; gather information
regarding the context in which these stories took place; analyze the story and then restory
(reorganizing stories into a general type of framework); and collaborate with participants
throughout the research process.
Further, narrative inquiry rests on certain basic tenets. Bruner (1990) provided
narrative researchers with the idea that we create ourselves through our stories; thus,
narratives create identities. Narratives are also constructed by the researcher and the
participant, which leads to the idea of a co-construction (Clannindin & Connolly, 2000).
Further, the goal of narratives is to give voice to the other, those who are excluded from
the metanarrative. A metanarrative is a larger, overarching narrative that includes
multiple narratives. In order to give voice to those left out of the metanarrative, various
methods of data collection can be used.
Methods
In addition to the theoretical framework and methodology, qualitative researchers
must also specify certain methods that align with both theory and methodology. Crotty
(1998) defined methods as techniques used to collect data in an effort to support a
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research hypothesis or answer research questions. Within narrative inquiry, multiple data
collection methods may be implored. The most common is interviewing. Qualitative
methods consist of different interviews. For the present study, I conducted semistructured life story interviews that were specifically related to the participants’ academic
life. A semi-structured interview is one that uses an interview guide (Appendix A) that
consists of open questions (Flick, 1999), while a life history interview is an account of a
person’s entire life that may center around a particular topic or certain life events
(Creswell, 2007). In addition to interviews, I kept a journal throughout the data
collection and analysis process in order to take notes during the interview about
participants and factors that cannot be heard on the recording. Chase (2005) identified
journaling as an essential component when conducting narrative inquiry. Semi-structured
life history interviews were the most appropriate method of data collection for my topic
because it was the best way to address all three of the research questions, which focused
on the experiences African American female engineering majors had as they pursued
their degree in engineering.
The semi-structured life history interviews conducted for this study elicited some
information that participants may not be comfortable discussing, knowing they can be
directly identified. As a result, I took specific measures to ensure the confidentiality and
privacy of my participants. For instance, after IRB approval was obtained, participants
completed consent forms prior to the interview. After the interview, consent forms were
placed in a combination-lock file box. In addition, participants provided pseudonyms to
be used in place of their real names during transcription and analysis.
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Trustworthiness and Ethics
In an effort to support the production of credible data, I engaged in the following
validity and reliability checks. First, I engaged in triangulation, which David and Sutton
(2004) defined as “approaching the same topic from a number of different
approaches…may involve the use of more than one researcher or research team, more
than one round of data collection, different types of data collection, or different
theoretical frameworks” (p. 371). In addition to audio-recording and transcribing
interviews verbatim, I wrote observational notes during all interviews. These notes
included a description of each participant, body language, outside noises that could have
been distracting or heard on the audio recording, and information the participants
provided after the recording was stopped. These notes served as an additional data
sources and were considered during analysis in an effort to provide rich, thick description
(Creswell, 2007). Second, I conducted member checks (Appendix C), which happen
when the researcher presents analyzed data back to the participants for their feedback
(Merriam, 2009). Member checking is another way for to ensure the validity of the
participants’ stories. Third, I engaged in reflexivity, which Lincoln and Guba (2000)
defined as critically reflecting on oneself as researcher. This allowed me to address my
own biases in relation to the field of engineering and my participants.
Generalizability vs. Transferability
In a traditional representation, data is reduced in an effort to move towards
generalizability; which is inappropriate for qualitative research (Barnes et al., 2012;
Jensen, 2008; Ratner, 2008). Generalizability is the extension of research findings from
one population to another. The idea is that if the sample is representative of the
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population, the findings should generalize to the larger population (Barnes et al., 2012).
Instead, qualitative research focuses on the notion of transferability. Transferability
refers to findings being applied from one context to another (Drisko, 1997). This notion
of transferability is most applicable for the present study in regards to the thematic and
narrative analyses.
Subjectivity Statement
To further the trustworthiness of my study, I need to address my own
subjectivities regarding this research. Maxwell (1996) discussed two important threats to
the validity of qualitative research. They included researcher bias and the selection of
data that stand out to the researcher. As a result of this, I will address my own biases and
personal reasons for engaging in this research.
Up until this point, I have not discussed my own race and gender in detail in
regards to this work. I self-identify as an African American female who once possessed
an interest in science. I began my academic pursuits as a biology major at one of the
most prestigious HBCUs in the nation. During that time, I wanted to be a medical doctor
and travel the country helping those who could not afford top quality medical care. I
remember sitting in Biology 101 the spring semester of my freshman year. We were in
an auditorium style classroom with stadium seating. The professor was an African
American female who appeared to be in her 50s with dark gray hair above her shoulders.
I was sitting in the middle section of the auditorium a few rows from the back. I should
have known from my seat choice that this was not the major for me because throughout
high school I never sat in the back of the class. On this one day, I was sitting in the back
listening to the lecture and taking notes. All of a sudden, I began to hear everyone
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moving and shifting around. It was at that moment I looked up to realize class was over
and I had fallen asleep during the lecture. I could not believe it. I had never fallen asleep
in a class before. As I looked down at my notebook I saw that I had fallen asleep while
writing notes and as a result, had scribbled something ineligible on the paper. I closed
my binder, gathered my belongings, and left the auditorium in pure disgust. I was upset
with myself and knew I needed to make a change. However, it took me another two
years before I decided to change my major.
During the fall semester of my junior year, I took an introduction to philosophy
course. The professor was an older European American male who appeared to be in his
50s and for our final assignment, he instructed us to write a paper based on our passion.
He convinced us all that our passion should be our major. I, therefore, decided to write
about biology. It was at that moment I realized I hated biology. It took everything I had
to get through that 10 page paper and at the end I was convinced that I had to change my
major. After writing that paper, I realized that to me biology was the most boring
subject. I wanted to learn about people, not cells and organelles. At this point, I decided
to change my major to psychology and I have been happy with that decision ever since.
As a result of my experience with biology, I have admired students who persist in
science related fields. I felt that these students were a different level of smart and that
they viewed the world in a way I did not. Even though I continued taking chemistry
courses and graduated with a minor in chemistry, I still believed I was not as smart as
students who planned to spend the rest of their lives in a science-related field. I always
thought that students who persisted in those fields always did well and never failed a
course, and certainly, never fell asleep during class. I guess for many years, this is how I
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defined smart. To me, a smart student was one who stayed on top of his or her studies,
understood the material, and did not fail courses. I believed that these students felt the
way I felt when I changed my major to psychology, confident, successful, and reassured
that they made the right choice.
Site Selection
As a result of my feelings regarding students in science-related fields, I engaged
in this qualitative study at Mid-South University (pseudonym), which is a public research
institution located in the southern United States. In the fall of 2013, Mid-South
University reported 20,151 (60% female; 40% male) degree-seeking students enrolled at
the undergraduate and graduate levels. The university is primarily composed of students
who identify as European American/white (10,408) or African American/black (7,259),
which accounts for 88% of the student population. The remaining 12% of students
identify as Asian, Hispanic, Native American, Non-Resident Alien or are unknown.
Within the College of Engineering, a total of 1,150 students, which is approximately 6%
of the student population, were enrolled in the fall 2013 semester. Table 2 provides a
breakdown of the degree-seeking students enrolled in the College of Engineering for fall
2013.
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Table 2
Race & Gender Breakdown of Degree-Seeking Students in the College of Engineering
Race & Gender
Numbers
Percentages
European American Males
524
46%
European American Females
73
6%
African American Males
231
20%
African American Females
61
5%
Hispanic Males
40
3%
Hispanic Females
9
<1%
Asian Males
46
4%
Asian Females
11
1%
Native American Males
3
<1%
Native American Females
2
<1%
Non-Resident Male
71
6%
Non-Resident Female
33
3%
Not Specified
46
4%
Total
1150

These statistics show that the African American female engineering students represent
the largest racial and gendered group of students within the College of Engineering.
Further analysis reveals that the breakdown within the College of Engineering differs
from the breakdown of the University as a whole. Approximately 80% of the students
enrolled in the College of Engineering are male while only 40% of the student population
at Mid-South University identify as male. Mid-South University was chosen because of
its ethnically diverse population of students and its location.
Participants
Participants were obtained through two different rounds of recruitment. First, I
met my first participant after attending a National Society of Black Engineers’ meeting
on campus at Mid-South University. After discussing my research ideas with her, she
gave me her contact information and said she would love to participate. Second, I
emailed a staff member at Mid-South University who works directly with ethnic minority
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students who are pursuing STEM majors. I described my study to the staff member and
was provided with a list of possible participants. I emailed each participant on the list.
After interviewing my second participant, she referred me to other individuals who she
thought would participate. This is known as snowball sampling, which is a technique
where existing research participants recruit future participants from among their
acquaintances. Hence, the sample size tends to grow like a rolling snowball (Ezzy,
2002).
All participants had to meet the following criteria in order to be included in this
study. First, all participants had to be currently enrolled students at Mid-South
University. Second, they had to self-identify as black or African American and selfidentify as female. Third, all participants had to major in one of the following:
biomedical engineering, civil engineering, electrical engineering, computer engineering,
mechanical engineering, and/or engineering technology (all the engineering majors
offered at Mid-South University). Finally, participants had to be willing to talk and share
openly about their educational experiences. As a result, nine African American female
engineering students participated in this study. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 28
years of age. In regards to major: one majored in mechanical engineering, two in
biomedical engineering, one in engineering technology, one double majored in electrical
and computer engineering, and four majored in civil engineering. Participants were also
asked to pick a pseudonym after they completed their interview. Table 3 provides
participants’ pseudonyms, ages, year in school, and major.
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Table 3
Participant Information Guide
Pseudonym
Age
Cliffie
Star
LaKiesha
Caylee
Shanice
Joyce
Charlene
McKenzie
Katherine

28
20
24
24
24
24
23
24
18

Year at School
Senior-Transfer
Junior
Senior
Senior
Senior
Senior
Senior
st
1 Year Transfer
Freshman

Major
Mechanical
Biomedical
Civil
Electrical & Computer
Engineering Technology
Civil
Civil
Civil
Biomedical

Analysis
According to Richardson and St. Pierre (2005), analysis follows standard
procedures for observing, measuring, and communicating with others about the nature of
what is “…there, the reality of the everyday world as we experience it” (p. 33). For the
present study, I engaged in two types of analysis in an effort to address generalizability
and transferability. First, I engaged in thematic analysis, which involved categorizing.
Creswell (2007) calls this the analysis of themes and defines it as “aggregating
information into large clusters of ideas and providing details that support the themes” (p.
244). Riessman (2008) acknowledges that thematic analysis appeals to novice narrative
researchers because it exposes significant findings. Although, thematic analysis tends to
reduce data and is best aligned with post-positivistic theories, Riessman (2008) offers the
notion of thematic narrative analysis, which can be used with critical theories. Further,
Riessman (2008) provides examples of thematic narrative analysis for researchers to use
as a guide. One example in particular focuses on the social construction of identity
regarding individuals who are members of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). In this study,
the author analyzed three different types of data: literature provided by AA, field notes
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from observations, and transcribed interviews. Riessman (2008) goes on to provide the
step by step process taken by the author for thematic analysis. First, the author conducted
a textual analysis of the AA literature by going through a line by line reading, writing the
main points of each paragraph, and developing the overall storyline of the AA literature.
Next, the author conducted a line by line reading of the field notes and compared the AA
literature with the field notes. Finally, the author compared the themes developed from
the AA literature and the field notes to the transcribed interviews (Riessman, 2008). This
process described by Riessman (2008) involves detail and rigor, which makes thematic
analysis “methodological and painstaking” (p. 73).
Braun and Clarke (2006) also provided a detailed approach to employing thematic
analysis within the field of psychology. Thematic analysis is a foundational,
methodological approach to analysis that is used to identify and report key themes within
qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A theme provides important information about
the qualitative data in reference to the research questions and the importance or
“keyness” of a theme is something that cannot be measured by how many times the
theme appears within the data. A key theme is one that exposes something important
when attempting to answer the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). According to
Braun and Clarke, themes can come in two forms. First, themes may be semantic,
meaning that they reflect exactly what the participant said and nothing more. Second,
themes may be latent, meaning themes reflect underlying concepts. Thematic analysis is
an appropriate analytical tool to use when analyzing qualitative research from objectivist
and constructionist epistemologies. Further, Braun and Clarke stated that a rigorous
thematic analysis will take into account the assumptions of the theoretical framework
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used to guide the study and provided six phases in which researchers should engage when
conducting a rigorous thematic analysis. First, researchers should familiarize themselves
with the data through transcription and repeated reading of transcripts. Second,
researchers should develop initial codes that may be driven by data or theory. This may
be done by line-by-line coding or using a software program. Third, researchers must
search for themes by analyzing their codes and realizing that different codes may
combine to produce a larger theme. Fourth, researchers need to review and revise themes
to see if they form a pattern and then consider the validity of those themes. Fifth,
researchers must define and name themes, which include a detailed analysis. The sixth,
and final step recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006) involves writing a concise
report of how themes were constructed.
For the present study, after each interview, I expanded the notes I took during the
interview. Expanding my notes involved me rewriting them and adding things that were
not written down during the interview. This was done immediately after each interview
so that I would not forget anything that had taken place and so that I could explain any
shorthand notes I took during the interview. Second, I transcribed each interview
verbatim. During transcription, I kept a list of codes that were repeated within the
interview. Third, I read each interview and engaged in line by line coding. After this, I
re-read each interview and coded for meaning units. Mostyn (1985) defined meaning
units as phrases or sentences that present an idea. Meaning units should be able to relate
to other meaning units that come before and after, but should also be able to stand alone
(Mostyn, 1985). By coding for meaning units, I was able to go from individual line by
line codes that may have been taken out of context and provide a contextual analysis.
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Meaning units helped me move on to develop larger categories, which was the fourth step
in my thematic analysis process. After developing the categories, I attempted to see
which categories overlapped and combined these overlapping categories to create themes.
In order to do this, I color-coded categories (Appendix B) by developing a key of colors
and categories. Categorizing each interview helped me to reduce the data down and
focus specifically on information that was related to the research questions. This process
was completed for each interview. At the end of the thematic analysis, themes that were
shared across interviews were kept to assist with identifying themes shared across
interviews. Themes that were specific across interviews were saved for the narrative
analysis.
In addition to thematic analysis, I also conducted narrative analysis of my data.
Narrative analysis is most ideal for critical and post-structural theories. Here, narrative
identification may take place. Narrative identification is the coding of an entire story or
narrative as opposed to line by line coding. Additionally, this type of analysis looks for
intersections, contradictions, and multiplicities which may be present in data. Restorying
takes place during this type of analysis and a context is created. Further, narrative
analysis is also housed under contextualizing analysis. Riessmann (2008) defines
narrative analysis as “a family of methods for interpreting texts that have in common a
storied form” (p. 11). For my narrative analysis, I engaged in narrative identification for
each interview. Here, I coded an entire interview by focusing on just the meaning units
from each interview. I also engaged in restorying in an effort to create a story for each
participant that captured her unique experience.
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Summary
The present study is a black feminist narrative inquiry that employed the methods
of semi-structured academic life history by interviewing and journaling to expose the
experiences of African American female engineering students. In an effort to highlight
the similarities between all nine participants, I engaged in thematic analysis. Further, I
wanted to expose the unique experience of each one of my participants and, therefore, I
engaged in narrative analysis in order to tell each participant’s story. The following 10
chapters will provide my data representations. Chapter 4 will present the thematic
analysis, while chapters 5 through 13 will provide a narrative analysis of each
participant’s story.

78

Chapter 4
Thematic Analysis
Chapter 4 is the first in a series of analytical chapters that will highlight the
experiences of African American female engineering majors as they construct their
academic identities. This chapter includes the themes that emerged from the data in an
effort to answer the research questions, as well as an analytical discussion of each theme
that is supported by black feminist theory and the academic identity theories of Marcia
(1966) and Gee (2001). The next nine analytical chapters detail each participant’s story
by providing an in-depth narrative analysis of each interview. Finally, the 10th analytical
chapter provides an example of creative analytic practice (CAP) in an effort to provide an
alternative view of the data.
After looking across all nine interviews, the following three major themes are
discussed, in no particular order: (a) Just because you struggle, does not mean you should
quit; (b) Engineering is something you cannot do alone; and (c) I can be creative and do
math and science? That’s cool! These three themes follow Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
assertion that a theme reflects an important pattern in the data in reference to the research
questions, which was discussed in detail in chapter 3. In order to reveal the importance
of these three themes, table 4 provides each theme and corresponding categories. A
further explanation of themes and categories is provided below beginning with theme
one.
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Table 4
Themes and Categories
Themes

Categories

Just because you struggle, does not mean
you should quit.

Failing and repeating classes
Engineering is hard
Lack of understanding

Engineering is something you cannot do
alone.

Familial Support
Support from Others
Help-Seeking Behaviors
Providing Assistance to others

I can be creative and do math and science?
That’s cool!

Math and science is the best of both worlds
Hands-on Learning
Physics is fun

Just because you struggle, does not mean you should quit
The first theme, Just because you struggle, does not mean you should quit,
provides insight into the difficult journey participants chose to undertake when they
decided to pursue an undergraduate degree in engineering. As stories were shared, all
nine women discussed struggling at some point in their academic career. For some, this
struggle involved failing a class and having to repeat it. Cliffie, my first participant,
recounted an experience of failure in high school that involved chemistry.
But, the reason I didn’t do so, actually I failed chemistry in high school. Well, I
failed, they broke it in half, so I failed the first part of chemistry, had to take it
during summer school. And the reason why I failed was because I was in class, I
was in 11th grade and there were some 10th graders and in the class they seemed
to catch on quicker than I did and that always frustrated me because I hated not
knowing how to do something. And honestly, we didn’t really have tutors in our
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high school. The only thing you could do was ask the teacher for help and that
wasn’t the greatest. So, I messed that up, took it during the summer, passed it
with an A. So yeah, then senior year I took the math that I took was a basic math
it was like banking finance. And I took the second part of Chemistry II and
actually failed the second part of chemistry too. Well, yeah I failed it to the point
where I wasn’t going to graduate solely because of that one grade. Yeah I don’t
share that with everybody. So I graduated but I had to take it during the summer
afterwards.1
Cliffie’s failure of both levels of high school chemistry did not deter her from pursuing
engineering. She re-took the second part of high school chemistry during the summer,
passed, and went on to college to pursue mechanical engineering. In addition to failures
and retakes in high school, participants also discussed failures and retakes at the college
level. Joyce discussed how she felt after failing classes multiple times in college and
having to retake them.
It’s, you know, I always was concerned about people looking at me like the
professors or other people in the program like I’ve been here so long, I’ve failed
this class this many times, or I’ve done this this many times, you know I’ve
always worried about how they looked at me.
Joyce’s experience reflects how she felt others viewed her as she failed and repeated
college level course multiple times. However, she continues to re-take classes in order to
complete her goal of obtaining an undergraduate degree in engineering. Finally, Charlene

1

All transcriptions are presented as raw data. I decided against cleaning up transcriptions for
grammar and punctuation in order to maintain the authenticity of participants’ words.
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details her experience of failing her senior design class the same semester she was
supposed to graduate from college.
But I passed all my classes but my senior design class. But it’s a group project,
but I was the only person in my group that didn’t pass. So it was just like this big
ordeal. He didn’t tell me because I forgot to fill out the little course evaluations
where you can get your grades two weeks early or something like that. So, I
forgot to fill that out so I’m still sitting here waiting, waiting on my grades, grades
finally come out and this is like a week after graduation because I forgot to fill out
my course evaluation or I would have known my grade two weeks before
graduation. So I knew he knew my grade, he just didn’t say anything. He let me
walk. My family came, everything. Then by Christmas I find out I have a D and
I have to retake it and I technically haven’t graduated yet.
Charlene’s experience is fresh as this just happened to her this past semester. Although
she failed, Charlene is currently taking the same course, from the same professor in hopes
of graduating this semester.
These three excerpts suggest that failing and retaking classes is common among
African American female engineering majors at various points throughout their academic
careers. In addition to failing and retaking classes, participants also talked about classes
being hard or difficult. LaKiesha, a graduating senior, talks about how hard it is majoring
in engineering overall in addition to the rigor of the classes.
Majoring in engineering is literally one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.
Like uhm, especially mentally, uhm because you have to set aside so much extra
time to study, do homework and they can give you homework that nobody knows
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how to do I don’t even think the teachers know how to do it. Getting into some
engineering classes are tough.
The level of difficulty LaKiesha describes has yet to be experienced by Katherine, the
only freshman among my participants. However, Katherine discussed how people
respond to her pursuing engineering, and in doing so, acknowledges that she expects the
classes to become more challenging as she continues through her biomedical engineering
program.
Uhm, a lot of people when they ask me about my major they’re like oh wow that
sounds like really hard. Well it’s not right now but I’m sure it’ll get harder.
Here, Katherine demonstrates that she expects a certain level of difficulty to accompany
her major. Additionally, Star shared with me the most difficult semester she has
encountered during her time majoring in biomedical engineering. In fact, it became so
rough; she doubted her ability to continue her major.
Uhm last spring semester I believe it was. I had a really difficult time I was
taking a lot of really hard classes at the same time. And I was just trying to push
through it and it was getting really bad and really overwhelming and I had to there
was days I’d just call my parents at night and be like I can’t do this anymore. I
can’t do this, I’m not smart enough for this I don’t know how to do this.
Even though Star considers herself to be a good student, she doubted her abilities due to
one difficult semester. Fortunately, she made it through and continues to strive toward
completion. Lastly, Shanice stated that one class in particular has made her major
difficult for her.
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I’ll tell you in animation robotics there is a class called PLC, I think it’s
Programmable, Logic Controllers? And basically it’s a lot of logic you learn how
to program and see what the questions as and learn how to program. And it’s
kind of giving me a little difficult problem.
Shanice’s passion for computers, science, and technology could not save her from the
level of difficulty she is currently experiencing in one of her engineering technology
courses. However, as a graduating senior, Shanice chooses to push through to
graduation.
Finally, participants mentioned a lack of understanding when it came to certain
classes or subjects within the field of engineering. McKenzie talked about her experience
in graphic design and how she thought she was the last one to figure out the information.
It was maybe 25 in the class and I was the only female and it was like some of the
guys caught on to drawing the structures on the computer and it took me a while
to figure it out.
McKenzie struggled trying to figure out how to use the software properly; however, she
was not the only one in the class who thought it was difficult. Some of the guys in her
class also did not understand how to draw the structures and properly use the software.
Cayley focused on understanding on a different level in her experience by
describing a time where she could not understand her calculus teacher. Although she
talks about initially not understanding his accent, she breaks it down further to what the
problem really entailed.
Even if I didn’t understand it, it wasn’t necessarily the language barrier. But it
was all throughout, elementary school, middle school, high school, they taught us
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how to do the problem. The schematics, I mean step by step how to do the
problem. When you got, when I got here it was well so and so developed this
theorem and the theorem states that it’s; it was different. It’s like a big jump in
cold water for me.
Cayley had such a rough time understanding what her professor was attempting to teach
her in calculus that she dropped the course and took it at another institution. Caylee knew
she needed help with the course at that time, but she was unable to obtain it. By taking
the course at a different institution and transferring the credit back to Mid-South
University, Caylee was able to get the help she needed and successfully pass the course.
This leads to the second theme that emerged from the data.
Engineering is something you cannot do alone.
The second theme, Engineering is something you cannot do alone, exposes the
idea that in order to major in engineering, students need help. Help, according to my
participants, may come in the form of familial support, support from others, seeking out
various resources for help, or actually providing help to others. This theme also
highlights the notion that engineering is a team effort. Participants reported professors
informing them that when they graduate and enter the field, they will always be working
in teams. This suggests that help is not only needed when majoring in engineering, but
also when you become an actual engineer.
In reference to familial support, all participants stated that their family members
have played a big role in supporting them during their time in engineering. Katherine,
my freshman participant, seemed to report the strongest amount of familial support. This
can be attributed to the fact that this is her first year at Mid-South University and she has
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yet to build a peer support system. It may also be due to the fact because both of
Katherine’s parents are also engineers, so they are able to offer her help with homework
and with navigating the social layers of college-life. For instance, Katherine informed
me that she is currently living in the engineering house with other female engineering
students. She began to explain that one of her closest friends in the house decided to
change her major after being teased because she was in a lower class than the rest of the
freshman females. She went further to tell me that you have to be tough to be in
engineering and that her mom helped her develop her tough exterior.
You have to be tough, a little thick-skinned to be an engineer because there are
people that try to put you down and try to convince you that you are not good
enough so they get ahead. And I didn’t think I was thick-skinned but I talk to my
mom every day and she helps me get through it because it was hard for me too.
And now I think it’s getting better and I can take it more because you do have to
be a little tough to get through it. Or if you have people like that around you.
Katherine admits that it is difficult for her to navigate the social aspects of being an
engineering student although support from her mother helps her to continue despite
negativity.
McKenzie, the first-year transfer student, credits her family as being her biggest
supporters throughout all of her academic pursuits.
Uhm, my family just pushed me to uhm continue never to stop. They’re my
cheerleaders in the back telling me not to stop.
With this statement, McKenzie goes on to discuss how her mom and aunt wanted her to
go into the medical field; however, she could not deal with blood. Once she decided to
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pursue engineering, they both supported her and continue to support her as she strives
towards completion of her degree.
Shanice talked to her family when she changed her major from computer science
to engineering technology. She was struggling during her computer science classes but
was unsure of what to do.
Well, when I first got here I was majoring in computer science. And I was okay
until my second, maybe third course and it got really hard. And I got tired of it
and I just wanted to give up but I didn’t. And I talked to my family about it and
they were like well change your major. And I thought about it, and I looked
around and that’s when I found engineering technology.
Changing one’s major can be a stressful time during the academic career. For Shanice, a
graduating senior, she had never really struggled in her educational experiences prior to
attending college. Also, she had a strong interest in computers and programming, so the
thought of changing her major made her a little uneasy. She discussed this with her
family and they encouraged her to make the change, which was ultimately a great
decision.
In addition to familial support, support from others was a major category under
theme two. Participants discussed how their professors, mentors, and fellow students
have been important as they pursue their engineering degree. LaKiesha categorizes her
experiences as unique because of the level of support she has received from one
particular professor.
[She] has been like my biggest supporter and mentor. Uhm, as far as education
wise, as far as working in GEE that was my first job ever. She just always
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supported me and invested in me as far as time in anything I was doing she was
always invested in me. I was having a bad day or I was ready to quit, change my
major, whatever, she would tell me like no. Like she could just see something in
me that at times I couldn’t even see in myself; and she just always encouraged
me, she’s just always there for me no matter what. Uhm, she would always come
up with different projects just whatever she would always get me involved and
people are so impressed with my resume now and honestly it’s because [she] had
me a part of some program at the time I’m just looking at it like oh I got to write a
paper but she knew that she wanted me to have a lot of different experience and
she wanted me to be well-rounded. I’ve just learned so much from her just as a
person as a mother, as a teacher, uhm and in the engineering career. So, just that
type of support has been really, really unique.
As you can see, LaKiesha, a graduating senior, credits her success to one professor who
served as her mentor. She acknowledges that at times she thought about quitting but her
mentor would not let her and provided her with what she needed to push through the
difficult times.
In addition to support from professors and mentors, participants talked about
receiving support from other students of color. This support took the form of study
groups and venting sessions. Star spoke about how some of her favorite times as an
engineering student revolve around time spent with peers.
I believe it was one day a group of us were just all in the computer lab. I feel like,
there are little moments. You know the times before classes where we are just
talking or venting about the professor or the class; or just there’s times where we
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get and we see each other and we are just venting about the whole semester.
Making fun of teachers and we’re just stressing out just a little bit or when we
work on group project and everything goes as planned or when we succeed at
something I feel like those are the good moments; definitely why I’m here.
In this statement, Star not only focuses on venting with peers, but engaging with them in
group work. Although students are working, the bonds built during peer interaction time
are viewed as valuable to the pursuit of their engineering degree.
Support from others came in various forms from participants; however, majority
of participants discussed interacting with an engineer prior to coming to college. Caylee
discussed how it was revealed to her that a very close family friend and church member
was an engineer.
So you know he taught me math that was above my grade. And when I
understood it, he made me a tutor. So I was like in 5th grade tutoring 7th graders,
6th graders, everybody. You know just doing tutoring and I really enjoyed it.
And when I told him I said I’ve heard about engineering but I don’t know any
engineers and he said what do you think I am. And I was like you’re uncle Alvin.
And he told me he was an electrical engineer, who actually had come through the
program at [Mid-South University]. So because of him letting me know that he
was an engineer I had somebody to go to.
Caylee knew she had someone to talk to about engineering that would help her
throughout her pursuits. This type of support is important as students attempt to pursue
fields in which their parents have no knowledge. By having access to an engineer,
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Caylee was able to have discussions not only about classwork and professors, but also
about what would be expected of her as she entered the field.
Also, participants discussed engaging in help-seeking behaviors as they pursue
their engineering degrees. For instance, Joyce shared her experience with asking a
classmate for help.
I would be in class sitting next to somebody, you know like a white guy and I’d
be like hey did you understand what this guy said, could you explain it to me and
he’s be like eh, mm you know. They’d be kind of reluctant to help almost.
This experience Joyce shares is revealing on multiple levels. She specifically states the
race and gender of the individual she asked for help and although he did not outright
refuse to help her, he did not provide her with the assistance she asked for either. Joyce
has another experience asking for help from a professor, who also refused to meet her
needs.
You know and I went to her multiple times and I was like me now, going to her
would be like no seriously you need to help me. Back then, as a freshman, I was
like hey I need help, and she tells me what she tells me and I say okay thank you
and I walk. You know it was kind of like I didn’t, I wasn’t aggressive about it
because back then I was like maybe everybody else doesn’t push it either in
college maybe people aren’t as aggressive. We’re all adults here you know.
In this instance, Joyce asked her professor for help and her professor refused by telling
her she should have everything she needs from class. She chose not to press the issue of
getting help and failed the class as a result.
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Cliffie offers an experience that not only reflects help-seeking behavior, but leads
into our next category of analysis. She talks about formulating study groups with her
fellow classmates. During the study groups, an exchange of information occurs.
So, the guys in my class they talk to me we team up we group we help each other
out.
Formulating study groups is a help-seeking behavior that can be beneficial for all
students involved. This leads directly into the final category under the theme
Engineering is something you cannot do alone.
As we see from Cliffie’s last quote, students tend to help each other out in
engineering. This suggests that participants help others as they progress through their
degree program. Cliffie is not the only participant to report this. Caylee and McKenzie
also provide experiences where they provided help to some of their male classmates.
Caylee talks about her experience with building circuits.
Uhm, there have been times where I’ve gone to lab and I’m putting my circuit
together and I’m doing my thing and somebody will say yeah let Caylee do it
because she knows how to do circuits. And they’re like cheering me on or they’re
like let the girl do it she knows what she’s doing or something like that or get out
the way this is woman’s work or something like that.
Caylee tells the above story in a fun way that shows she feels valued when she can
contribute to the group. She enjoys helping others and being acknowledged for her
abilities. McKenzie has a similar experience in one of her engineering classes.
In the graphic design class and it was maybe 25 in the class and I was the only
female and it was like some of the guys caught on to drawing the structures on the
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computer and it took me a while to figure it out. Uhm, my professor he always
picked on me and he just Ms. [McKenzie] this, Ms. [McKenzie] that and I was
like Ms. [McKenzie] doesn’t know anything so leave her alone. So once I started
to understand the material all the guys would ask me and it was like but you guys
are supposed to know this stuff.
McKenzie was surprised when the males in her class asked her for help. She assumed
that they all knew what was going on and that she was the only one who was behind.
When the guys asked her for help, she felt a sense of accomplishment. Not only did she
understand the material and know how to perform the task, she was doing what she
enjoyed, what interested her. This leads to the third and final major theme.
I can be creative and do math and science? That’s cool!
The third and final theme, I can be creative and do math and science? That’s
cool!, focuses on the interests of the participants. All of the participants expressed their
interest in the fields of math and science. A majority of them went even further to
express their love for these subjects. Cliffie describes how her love of math grew from
her love of science in elementary school.
In elementary school you know math was pretty easy; algebra and all of that. And
that’s when I came to love it because it all plays a part in science. You know
adding this and adding that you get something bigger and that’s the same thing
with math. Everything kind of plays on top of each other; one math leads to the
next and leads to the next; it is a building continuation I guess and that’s the same
thing with science you know.
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Cliffie introduced the interconnectedness of math and science in her quote. This
relationship between math and science is found in the field of engineering, which
accounts for each participant’s decision to pursue that major.
Charlene also focused specifically on her love for math as she explains why she
chose to major in engineering.
I started off in Mechanical engineering and uhm when I first started mechanical I
liked it. Uhm, and what made me kind of choose that was I started doing research
because I knew I liked math and I knew I liked to put things together. Cause I
used to build like the little model cars and just I don’t know putting puzzles
together and doing different stuff so I wanted to find something where I was
creating something and it still had math involved and I think I wound up taking an
aptitude test or something and engineering ended up being on there and I was like
hey that would be really cool if I could be an engineer.
Charlene knew she wanted to pursue her college degree in a field she enjoyed. Her love
for math helped her to narrow down her choices after she took a test. When engineering
was presented, she felt that would be a good choice for her because it peeked her interest
and involved math. It also involved her being creative, which leads to the next category
under theme three.
In addition to an interest in math and science, participants discussed the notion of
creativity and being hands-on. All participants identified themselves as either creative or
hands-on learners and informed me that when choosing a major, they wanted something
that would involve these factors. LaKiesha described her experience with a summer

93

program, Girls Experiencing Engineering (GEE), and how the civil engineering session
helped her choose her major.
Mm…it all involved hands on stuff but I guess what I thought was going to be
really interesting with the biomedical hands on stuff was eh, no, sorry. But the
civil stuff was really interesting, I didn’t know about it but it was so interesting. I
would go home and think about it and I was like oh that’s so cool and then- Uhm,
I really just remember doing this activity. We had to create our own water filter.
They gave us some really dirty water and they gave us random materials: some
cotton balls, clay, rocks, whatever and so we had to build like the best water filter.
And, they gave us some background like some things we might want to consider.
And it was really just trial and error and it was just so cool I remember my water
got so clear I was like Oh My Gosh I’m so amazed I can’t believe I did it!
LaKiesha’s excitement exposes her interest in engaging in hands-on activities. The
hands-on activities she engaged in with GEE let her know that engineering was the right
choice and that civil engineering was the best choice for her.
Shanice shared a time she went on a field trip during her time at Mid-South
University to a local software plant. During the tour of the plant, she was able to observe
the day to day operations. Being an engineering technology major, this made the field
seem more accessible to Shanice.
It made it seem more real now in the classroom you know you don’t really see a
visual but when you go out there you can see it. I’m a hands-on person and you
get to see the robots doing the work its cool.
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Shanice acknowledged that the tour of the plant was beneficial to her because she is a
hands on learner. This suggests that she feels she needs to do it, touch it, or see it in
action in order to fully understand the concepts.
Finally, Star explains a time she felt excited about majoring in engineering.
Although she was unable to be directly involved, Star’s response during her experience
suggests that her level of excitement is related to the hands on work she witnessed.
A time I felt excited, it was probably my first semester here, one of my intro
classes we did a tour of research work here on campus and it just so cool and I
was like I want to help I want to help can I please, please, please?
By simply taking a tour of research labs at Mid-South University, Star became so excited
by what she witnessed that she wanted to help.
The excitement of the hands on, creative work and the level of interest in math
and science are two of the categories that lead to the emergence of the theme; I can be
creative and do math and science? That’s cool!. However, the combination of these two
categories led to a third category that seemed to emerge in each participant’s interview.
This category focuses on the idea that physics is fun. A majority of participants
discussed having fun in their physics classes in high school. This fun was centered on
doing experiments or even taking field trips away. Charlene recalls high school physics
as one of her best educational experiences.
My best educational experience…I would say my physics class because that’s
when we started to like have a lot of hands on learning; because I know I learn
better that way is with hands on experience. So like I just remember we had to do
the little an egg drop you know off the side of our bleacher and they were like
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come up with some type of contraption to get it to the ground without cracking.
We had to build a roller coaster and stuff like that so it was pretty fun.
As you can see from Charlene’s quote, the idea of physics being fun combines the other
two categories under theme three. Her interest in science helped create one of her best
educational experiences. In addition, the fact that she was able to engage in hands on
activities was fun for Charlene and thus confirmed her notion to pursue engineering in
college.
Cliffie also has fond memories of her high school physics class. Her experience
involved an out-of-state field trip to a national park.
Our physics teacher took us on a trip to and we were riding up the railcar that
takes you up the side of the mountain. And as we were going up the mountain,
our teacher was breaking down everything: this is force this is friction you
multiply this. So we were getting a real live physics live experiment there just
everything being broken down. It was like when we got off of that it was like we
were no longer just riding a cart or car up a cable it was friction and torque and all
of this going up.
Cliffie’s experience caused her to view her world through glasses that had now been
changed by physics. After that experience, she went on for months finding the physics in
various everyday things, even in the way we use the brakes in our cars. This experience
also exposes the level of fun students tend to experience in high school physics. This
idea of fun may serve as a way to help students become more interested in engineering.
After all, it worked for the participants in this study.
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The three themes that emerged from the nine interviews conducted: (a) Just
because you struggle, does not mean you should quit; (b) Engineering is something you
cannot do alone; and (c) I can be creative and do math and science? That’s cool!,
emerged from the data after I used the two levels of theory discussed in chapter 2 (black
feminist theory and academic identity) as lenses during transcription and analysis. The
following section will highlight the connection between these three themes and the two
theories.
Theoretical Analysis
The combination of the three themes that emerged from participants’ interviews
reflects the macro theory of black feminist theory and the mid-level theory of academic
identity. In an effort to expose the rationale as to why these three themes emerged, this
section will detail a theoretical analysis across the three themes. I will begin with
explaining the relationship between the three themes and black feminist theory, then
move on to the discussion of each theme and academic identity.
Black Feminist Theory. In chapter 2, I revealed six unique characteristics of
black feminist theory according to Hill-Collins (2009). To recall, these six unique
features are: (a) the idea that African American women are an oppressed group of
individuals in the United States and as a result of this oppression; tend to engage in
activism; (b) that African American women face similar challenges in the United States
and therefore, create a mutual sense of knowledge regarding their position within
American society; (c) the focus on the relationship between the experiences of African
American women and the mutual sense of knowledge, or group standpoint; (d) the focus
on the necessary contributions of African American female intellectuals, which
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encompasses a commonplace knowledge that includes information passed between
African American women on a daily basis, and a specialized knowledge that comes from
working or middle-class citizens; (e) it must remain dynamic, meaning that as social and
cultural changes occur, BFT must evolve to accommodate those changes; and (f) the
relationship BFT has with other social justice endeavors (Hill-Collins, 2009). The
emergence of the three themes discussed at the beginning of this chapter highlights these
six unique characteristics of BFT in the following ways.
First, these themes cannot be considered individually in reference to the nine
African American female engineering students in this study. It is the combination of
these three themes that specifically expose the experiences of these African American
female engineering students and how they construct their academic identities. Failure to
acknowledge all three themes provides an inaccurate depiction of the way participants
constructed their academic identities and is a form of suppression. After all, according to
Hill-Collins (2009) omission is one form of suppression. In an effort to fight that
suppression, these three themes must be considered together in order for the complete
story to be exposed. Also, similar to the six unique characteristics of black feminist
theory, these three themes are not unique in isolation. It is the combination of these three
themes that make them unique as these three themes highlight shared experiences across
these nine African American female engineering students.
Second, these nine African American female engineering students choosing to
participate in this research is a form of activism. These participants understand the
importance of telling their stories in order to expose other African American women to
the field of engineering. Engaging in activism does not have to involve acts of protest or
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other types of demonstration. Simply telling your story in an effort to empower others
and in an attempt to foster change is a form of activism. As the next generation of
African American female intellectuals, these nine participants understand that engaging
in this type of research is important to change the field of engineering for the African
American women that come after them. Further, several participants spoke about being
trailblazers in their respective fields or being the only African American female to
graduate in their particular branch of engineering during the upcoming commencement.
These women understand that someone has to pave the way for those coming after them.
They understand that young African American girls need to see engineers who look like
them to know that engineering is something they can do as well. These nine African
American female engineering students are activists and understand that their experiences
(positive and negative) are not just for them, but are for the future generation. This is
directly related to the first theme discussed, Just because you struggle, does not mean you
should quit. These African American female engineering students persevere because
they know that someone has to if the face of engineering is going to change.
Third, these three themes are shared across all nine interviews. This suggests that
these African American female engineering students created a shared knowledge, which
reflects their position in American culture and within their chosen field. Each woman
spoke about struggling through classes, needing support or help from others, and
possessing an interest in math, science, and being creative. Further, when asked how
they decided to major in engineering, several participants admitted they had no idea what
engineering was prior to high school. In fact, all participants, except Katherine whose
parents are both engineers, reported not knowing anything about engineering until high
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school or college. This lack of knowledge may be related to the position of African
American women in the United States. Societal discourse privileges boys over girls in
the fields of math and science and privileges European Americans over African
Americans in regards to education and knowledge. As a result of these views, African
American women occupy a lower social class position within American society due to
the intersectionality of their race and gender. This lower position suggests that African
American women do not possess the interest or ability to major in a field that combines
math and science. As a result, they are left out of discussions regarding careers that
highlight math, science, and engineering.
Fourth, the experiences of these nine African American female engineering
students created these three themes as a shared knowledge. This knowledge has not only
been passed among themselves, but to other African American females who have chosen
to pursue engineering as a career. As more and more African American women are
exposed to these themes prior to pursuing an engineering degree, these themes may
change to account for the experiences of African American female engineering students
as the field evolves. Further, although these three themes emerged from research
conducted with African American female engineering students, they may be applied in
other areas where African American women tend to be excluded or with other people of
color.
The combination of these three themes highlights the six unique characteristics of
BFT. The other facets of BFT (intersectionality, power, etc) were also exposed during
interviews with participants. However, each participant shared unique experiences
regarding these other facts and as a result, they will be discussed further in later chapters.
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In addition to black feminist theory being reflected across all three themes, academic
identity was also exposed.
Academic Identity. The three themes that emerged from the nine African
American female engineering students interviewed highlight how they construct their
academic identities. In chapter 2 I discussed Marcia’s (1966) theory of ego identity
statuses. As you may recall Marcia stated that individuals may or may not experience a
crisis before they make a commitment to an identity. Commitment, according to Marcia
is “the degree of personal investment the individual exhibits” (p. 551). In the first theme,
participants show their level of commitment to the field of engineering in spite of their
failures. Participants failed and re-took classes because of their level of personal
investment within the field of engineering. Each participant could have changed their
major, but none of them ever seriously considered not obtaining their college degree in
engineering. One reason for this according to the participants is they simply did not
know what they would change their major to because they were not interested in anything
else. According to Marcia’s theory, individuals have made a commitment to an identity
when they have stopped exploring alternatives and decided upon an occupation or
ideology. In this instance, all participants, with the exception of two, decided to major in
engineering in high school. Of the two that did not, one chose it during freshman
orientation at Mid-South University and the other switched from computer science to
engineering after guidance from advisors and family.
In addition to Marcia’s (1966) ego identity statuses, all three themes align with
Gee’s (2001) theory of identity as a lens in education by exposing the type of people my
participants have become through their journey. Gee stated that a person’s identity
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denotes that the individual in question is a “certain kind of person” (p. 100). Theme one
would suggest that all nine participants choose to persevere despite adverse conditions in
an effort to fulfill their own dreams, goals, and interests. Perseverance is a trait exhibited
by each participant as they navigate their chosen engineering major. Further, participants
are displaying each of Gee’s four views of identity as they persevere through their major
despite failures, lack of understanding, and difficulty. First, participants are displaying
their nature-identity (N-identity) as they are all females of color. Participants have no
control over their racial/ethnic background or gender. This is something that was predetermined for them, which makes this their N-Identity. According to Gee, the
acknowledgement of N-identities provides the foundation for the remaining identities to
be created. This suggests that N-identities influence institution-identities (I-identities),
discursive-identities (D-identities), and affinity-identities (A-identities).
As a result, participants’ I-identities are female engineering students of color,
which was imposed on them by Mid-South University. This I-identity is complex as it is
active and passive. It is active because each participant chose to engage in the field of
engineering; however, it is also passive as participants did not choose the label students
of color. This label tends to be used by institutions to highlight the ethnic backgrounds of
individuals who choose to pursue higher levels of education. Additionally, female
engineering students of color may also be categorized as participants’ D-identities as Gee
(2001) states that one label may account for more than one type of identity. As
participants described their experiences within engineering, they were aware that the
intersectionality of their race, gender, and interest in math and science placed them in a
unique position. As a result, their interactions with professors and other classmates were
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clouded by the societal discourse surrounding women and African Americans pursuing
math and science related degrees. According to the American societal discourse, an
African American woman pursuing a degree in engineering should not happen. Finally,
female engineering students of color also serves as participants’ A-identity because it
creates an affinity group, which according to Gee (2001) highlights the shared
experiences of a particular group.
As you can see from the above theoretical analysis, although discussed separately,
black feminist theory and academic identity overlap to explain the experiences of these
nine African American female engineering students. The overlap between these two
theories shows that both of these theories together explain the experiences of African
American female engineering students and that using one theory without the other
discounts part of their story. This leads back to the earlier assumption of omission
serving as a form of oppression. By exposing the academic identities of these nine
African American female engineering students within the context of black feminist
theory, I am able to expose a more comprehensive view of their experiences.
Although these three themes provide a level of comparison across all nine
participants, they do not tell each participants individual story. This is why thematic
analysis is not the most appropriate from of analysis and representation for narrative
inquiry. A traditional thematic analysis reduces data by excluding information that is not
common amongst all participants. In an effort to truly expose the voices of all nine
participants the next several chapters will provide a narrative analysis of each
participant’s story.
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Chapter 5
“Sounds like Something a White Man Should be doing”
Cliffie, my first participant, is a 28-year-old senior-level transfer student majoring
in mechanical engineering. She stands about 5’6”, appears to weigh about 235 pounds,
and has a chocolate brown complexion. Her hair is jet black and she is wearing it in a
natural, puffy ponytail to the back with one medium-sized scalp braid that began in the
front, center of her head and was braided around to the back right into her ponytail. She
was wearing a red scarf around her neck, black boots with grey square and round studs
over them, a military green jacket, taupe earrings with a dark tan zig zag pattern, black
leggings, a white shirt, and a gold necklace. Additionally, she was wearing purple nail
polish and a lavender watch on her right wrist. Cliffie has a full round face. Her
eyebrows appear to be freshly arched over her small almond shaped eyes. She was
wearing a small, silver nose ring that was almost invisible.
Interview
When Cliffie arrived for her interview, she spoke and immediately apologized for
having to reschedule. This was our second attempt at meeting because she had to
reschedule due to an impromptu internship interview. I reassured her that it was fine and
I thanked her for being willing to reschedule. I instructed her to take a seat and get
comfortable and we would begin the interview shortly. I then gave her a consent form
and asked her to read the form in detail and let me know if she had any questions. As she
read the consent form, I began taking notes about her appearance and my initial
interaction with her. When she finished reading, I asked her if she had any questions and
reviewed the consent form with her to make sure she was fully aware of what she was
being asked to do. Once I obtained her verbal consent, I instructed her to print her name,
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sign her name, and date the consent form. I then asked if she needed to use the restroom
and she said no. I informed her that if she needed to go during the interview that we
could pause or take a break. She said okay and told me that she may need tissue because
she tends to be a crier. I went to the restroom to grab tissue for her and when I returned,
gave her the tissue and a bottle of water. Before we jumped into the interview, we
chatted a bit about classes and her internship interview in order to establish rapport.
Next, I explained to her the general purpose of the interview but that I was more
concerned with her story and experiences during her time as an engineering student. She
understood and said that she hopes she does not cry. I reassured her that crying was fine
and that we can always take a break if needed. Honestly, I was also hoping that she did
not cry because I did not want us both to cry for an hour or two on the recording. Once
she felt comfortable, we began the interview.
Primary and Secondary Years
I began by asking Cliffie about her earliest educational experiences. She
answered by telling me about her daycare experience in a religious-based school where
they taught her the basics including numbers, shapes, and how to maintain a clean
environment. She then went into her elementary school experience, which also took
place in a religious-based school. She detailed her elementary school experience by
calling it rough and providing me with some insight into how her interests in math and
science began to develop.
But uhm, elementary, I’d have to say it was rough. But as I look back on it, I was
taught a lot that carries on with me still to this day. We, you know, basic math,
science, English, religion, music all of that. So, elementary was pretty much the
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norm. High school is, no I take that back. Elementary is when I learned that I
actually liked science and hated it at the same time, and that’s when I fell in love
with math, and that was also the age period where I started taking things apart and
putting things back together and getting in trouble for it whether they worked or
not.
It was during her elementary school years that Cliffie developed a love/hate relationship
with math and an interest in how things work. I explored this interest in how things
worked a little further by asking her to provide me with a specific time she took
something apart.
I was at home it was actually me and my sister and we used to go in the kitchen
and cook and act like we were hosting a cooking show, and we tore up the toaster.
And my mom had just bought this toaster like a couple of months ago and she
loved it because it matched the kitchen theme well. So we knew if we did not fix
it we were going to get in trouble. So the first thing we did was grab my dad’s
tools, the screwdriver. We unplugged it of course. We started taking it apart. We
started pushing it up and down to see why it wouldn’t go down. We took it apart
and we figured out the reason why it wasn’t going down is because we broke the
spring that caused the lever to go up and down. So I don’t know how we came up
with this idea; but back in the day they used to have these big pens that had
multiple colors. So they had a spring in there. We took the spring out of the pen,
not thinking it was going to work. But we tried it anyway and we used superglue
and we pressed it and it worked well enough to just; it didn’t work too good but it
worked well enough to where if she goes and just slams it down she won’t notice.
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So we screwed it and put the parts back together. In the midst we did have one
spark that flew off and I think that’s because we pushed the screwdriver to
something, one of the coils or something like that on the heating mechanism. But
we ended up putting it back together and we set it back and we were a nervous
wreck. My momma came in the kitchen later on that day and she used it and we
were standing back like oh ok. And she went and it worked and she never knew
that we took that apart.
In addition to her interest in how things worked Cliffie also informed me of her love/hate
relationship with math and science. Her hate stems from the level of difficulty associated
with science. Yet, once she began to understand it in middle school she knew it directly
related to her interest in how things worked. Cliffie’s hate for math also stemmed from
the level of difficulty in the subject. Cliffie began to enjoy math once she learned it was
directly related to science.
And then with math, I have a love hate relationship too. In elementary school you
know math was pretty easy; algebra and all of that. And that’s when I came to
love it because it all plays a part in science. You know adding this and adding
that you get something bigger and that’s the same thing with math. Everything
kind of plays on top of each other; one math leads to the next and leads to the
next; it is a building continuation I guess and that’s the same thing with science
you know.
Despite Cliffie’s interest in math and science, the classwork became more
challenging as she progressed through school. During her middle school years, Cliffie
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admitted that when she didn’t understand homework, she would not complete the
assignment.
I would get to the point where I would be working and would get to a point where
I didn’t understand and would get frustrated and would just break down instead of
continuing on to figure out a solution. So I heard that, I couldn’t tell you the
number of times, “She knows it. I know she knows it. I can ask her and she’ll tell
me the answer.” But when I go home and do it, it was like I’d get to a point and I
can’t get it I’ll stop instead of asking for help.
Cliffie’s frustration would cause her to not complete her work instead of asking for help.
As a result of this line of thinking in elementary school, Cliffie struggled during some of
her high school courses; however, her interest in how things work began to grow with
support from her family.
During high school, Cliffie began to embrace her interest in how things worked.
It was at this point in her development that she began spending time with her grandfather
who loved cars. Cliffie’s grandfather began teaching her and her sister about cars and she
developed the same interest in cars that he possessed.
Once I …started hanging around my grandfather, he loved cars, and I would sit
and watch him do little basic stuff on the car, change the oil and everything. And
that’s where my love of cars came from.
Cliffie’s love of cars, in addition to her interest in how things worked, prompted her to
begin considering a career where she could be hands-on. However, as she continued
through high school, Cliffie found herself struggling with science once again. This time,
it was chemistry.
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It’s just so much with chemistry until you can just feel overwhelmed. I love
chemistry but I hate it with a passion at the same time. But, the reason I didn’t do
so, actually, I failed chemistry in high school. Well, I failed, they broke it in half,
so I failed the first part of chemistry, had to take it during summer school. And
the reason why I failed was because I was in class I was in 11th grade and there
were some 10th graders and in the class they seemed to catch on quicker than I did
and that always frustrated me because I hated not knowing how to do something.
And honestly, we didn’t really have tutors in our high school. The only thing you
could do was ask the teacher for help and that wasn’t the greatest. So, I messed
that up, took it during the summer, and passed it with an A. So yeah, then senior
year I took the math that I took was a basic math it was like banking finance. And
I took the second part of Chemistry II and actually failed the second part of
chemistry too. Well, yeah I failed it to the point where I wasn’t going to graduate
solely because of that one grade.
Fortunately, Cliffie was able to still graduate on time and take the second part of
chemistry during summer school. Once again, just like the previous summer, she passed
the course and was able to move on to the next phase of her academic career. After
passing chemistry and developing her love for cars and hands-on activities, Cliffie left
high school knowing that she wanted to pursue engineering in college.
The Road to Engineering
Cliffie decided to pursue engineering as a field of study during her time in high
school. Although her mom and aunt were both nurses and pushed nursing on her and her
sister, Cliffie knew the medical field was not for her because she could not stand the sight
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of blood. In high school, Cliffie took a career test to help her decide on a major for
college. She describes how she was able to manipulate the test to receive the results she
wanted; however, once she decided to take the test seriously, she received results that led
her to engineering.
And I remember I think I was in the 10th grade and you know they give you the
different tests I don’t know what they are called, but it asks you different
questions. Do you like working with your hands, uhm are you more creative
minded? And I would always, it’s funny, cause I would always manipulate the
test to make myself come out to be the doctor because as a child I wanted to be a
brain surgeon or a plastic surgeon. Then I realized I don’t like the sight of blood.
So uhm, on the test it would ask you if you liked working with your hands and the
first time I would do the test I would do it correctly. It would always end up with
me wanting to be a carpenter or something creative working with your hands.
Around this same time, Cliffie’s older sister had just gone to college to pursue her degree
in engineering. Cliffie looked up to her older sister and decided that she would also
pursue engineering in college. However, she was unsure of what branch of engineering
she wanted to pursue. Her mother and sister tried to help her by providing her with
multiple alternatives. They recommended she talk to their uncle (who is a civil engineer),
but for Cliffie, civil engineering was not creative enough to hold her interest. Finally, her
sister suggested mechanical engineering. Cliffie then researched mechanical and found
that she could be creative, design different structures, and be more hands-on. As a result,
Cliffie decided to major in mechanical engineering.
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The College Journey
Currently, Cliffie is a senior-level transfer student at Mid-South University.
Initially, Cliffie attended a Historically Black University in her home state and loved the
experience. She fondly recalls her experience at freshmen orientation.
I remember during orientation they broke you up by your majors they took you
around to the different schools. And I remember just being excited because I’m at
this school with so many people and once you got to the engineering building,
they broke you down by branch and I remember it was me and 12 others, it was
four girls and the rest were boys. And I remember the dean of the mechanical
engineering department come to talk to us. One of the guys, he transferred so I
think he was a junior, he asked us so, what made you guys choose mechanical
engineering out of all of the branches. So, just to kill time and everybody all get
to know each other, we all said it and when it got to me I told him the number one
thing was my love for cars and wanting to learn and understand the workings of
what makes a car move and go. And I was like besides that just having a chance
to be creative and be able to design things you know where I don’t necessarily
know how to draw. So, for the most part I think everybody had the same thoughts,
creative, design, just wanting to know how things worked, which is basically one
of the fundamentals of engineering.
This positive experience framed the rest of Cliffie’s time at her Historically Black
University as she described it as a good experience. She also reported a positive
experience with a professor that helped her through an introductory level engineering
course. The professor explained the information to her until she understood it enough to
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complete the assignment. According to Cliffie, her historically black university was the
type of place that believed in fostering a family dynamic. Students did not walk past
each other without speaking and as a result, students knew each other and were able to
offer help if needed.
Cliffie had to leave her historically black university due to the financial straints it
placed on her family. Her mother was already paying for her older sister to attend
college out of state and Cliffie was informed that unless she received a scholarship, she
would have to leave her historically black university. Cliffie did not return after her
freshman year, moved home, and began to figure out her next move. She began taking
classes at a local community college to finish her general education requirements. As she
approached the completion of these requirements, Cliffie had to figure out where she
would go to finish her engineering degree. She began attending a local university to
finish her engineering degree requirements; however, Cliffie’s experience at this new
University was not as positive as her previous experience. For instance, Cliffie discussed
one incident where a professor made a harsh suggestion regarding her major.
I actually had a professor to tell me that you know maybe I should look into
something else besides engineering and the reason he told me this is because I
was struggling in his class. I was struggling, I admit, but I was seeking help and
instead of him giving me help or you know putting me in the direction of help, he
just told me I should think about changing my major and I remember having
mixed feelings because I thought maybe I really should change my major.
This one comment by a professor caused Cliffie to doubt herself to the point where she
thought about changing her major. She actually thought about leaving a field she
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enjoyed, simply because someone in a position of authority suggested that this field may
not be for her. Cliffie continues discussing her reaction to that statement.
But then I kind of got upset because I thought just because I’m struggling in this
one class, I’m doing good in my other classes why should I have to change my
major? And in the back of my mind I was like, why would he tell me that? As a
teacher, you think teachers are there to help you and encourage you and help you
stick with it but instead of him doing that he was like you should think about
changing your major.
This really upset Cliffie and she admitted to me that this is something she had never
shared with anyone previously. This one comment from an authority figure caused her to
doubt herself to the point where she believed other professors were taking pity on her and
just giving her good grades.
That was just one of those moments were I felt like maybe I didn’t deserve to be
in engineering maybe I don’t need to be in engineering because maybe I don’t
know what I’m doing and then I started thinking maybe I’m not doing as well as I
think in my other classes. Maybe those other professors are just being nice and
pushing me through. So it really got to the point where I was just started doubting
myself and not thinking I was worth it.
The level of doubt placed in Cliffie’s mind by this one professor really forced her to
consider a different major. However, Cliffie knew that engineering was what made her
happy and she chose to persevere. At the end of that semester, Cliffie did not return to
that local University. She began searching for other mechanical engineering programs
and decided on Mid-South University.
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After Cliffie transferred to Mid-South University, the negative experiences did
not stop. She recalled her first engineering class at Mid-South U where she was the only
female, and after about three weeks, the only African-American student in the class.
I want to say it was only about 13 of us in this class. The classroom was kind of
big so everybody gravitated toward the same seat every period. Uhm and we had
tables with chairs so I automatically sat on the front row due to seeing issues. So
one day I walked in the class and the guy who normally sat next to me had his feet
in the chair. So I didn’t think nothing of it, I walked around and said excuse me,
you know to let him acknowledge that I was there so I could sit down. And he
looked at me and gave me this look like are you talking to me? Feet still in my
seat so I was like okay. I was like you know excuse me your feet are in my seat I
want to sit down class is about to start. He looked at me yet again feet still in the
seat and gave me this look like are you still talking to me and he ignored me,
turned around laughing with the guy that was sitting on the other side. So I got
mad and said okay. So the next thing I did was I took my hand and slammed his
feet out of my chair and his ankle kind of hit the table and he was like OW. You
know such and such I didn’t say anything I gave him a look like don’t ever
disrespect me like that again. He had dirt and mud on his shoes. So you know I
had to stand there and get the mud out the chair. You know that was horrible
because every day after that, he never did put his feet in my seat again, but after
that everything in the class became awkward to the point where it was already
kind of an odd number so we would have to break up in pairs to work on labs and
I would always be working by myself or had to work with the professor because I

114

was the odd person out. So that became very uncomfortable to me to the point
where I was going to drop the class.
Cliffie’s first experience with engineering at Mid-South U was not a pleasant one and it
caused her to think about quitting. Stopping or quitting when things got difficult was a
trend with Cliffie that began in middle school. First, Cliffie informed me how she would
stop doing her homework if she did not understand certain problems or questions in
middle school. Second, Cliffie left the local University she was attending after she
struggled with a professor suggesting she change her major. Third, Cliffie considered
dropping her first engineering course at Mid-South U after a less than pleasant interaction
with a classmate. This time, the professor helped her instead of discouraging her by
offering to partner with her during the in-class breakout sessions. In addition to support
from the professor, Cliffie leaned on her family for support by discussing the situation
with her mother and sister.
My mom and sister they both told me that’s what they want you to do. They kept
it straight they kept reminding me you know this is a male-dominated field. This
is a field where it is predominately white and they are going to do everything they
can to deter you from it. Just stick with it and take it day by day and if it gets too
bad to the point like, if they do something that could harm you or something,
don’t be afraid to go tell somebody.
This support from the professor and her family helped Cliffie to persevere and complete
that class. Since that initial class, Cliffie’s experiences with her fellow classmates have
improved. She has been able to build study groups and a peer support system within her
classes.
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Support is important to Cliffie as she attempts to complete her engineering
degree. She mentioned during her interview that every person who has tried to help her
has been African American, from an advisor in engineering technology to the coordinator
of the program that focuses on increasing ethnic minorities in STEM fields. The
coordinator of the STEM program told her she should try to obtain some research
experience by working with an engineering professor. Cliffie thought this would be a
great opportunity for her to gain some hands-on engineering experience and discussed
with me what happened when she approached one of her professors.
I remember going to one of my professors and asking him was he doing research
and he was like yeah. I was like well I was wondering, and I think this was like
two months before the summer started, trying to see how I can go about working
with you or assisting you with research and it was like I was talking to a brick
wall. And I was like okay, well he was like there is a webpage under the
engineering school and it has a list of all the different research topics or whatever
different professors are doing. He was like just go up under there, look up under
there. He didn’t even look up at me, he was like just go there and look through
the ones under mechanical engineering and see which ones you’d be interested in.
So, I did that and then I think you had to kind of apply or turn in some
information if you wanted to do it. I turned it in and never heard anything back. I
did that like 2 summers in a row and I never heard anything back so I don’t really
know how they go about picking it, I didn’t know what the criteria was. I thought
you just ask and sure yeah you know for the experience.
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Cliffie gave up trying to obtain engineering experience and focused on internships. She
has been fortunate to obtain multiple summer internships to help her gain the experience
she has been told she will need in the field.
Finally, Cliffie provided some insight as to how others responded to her majoring
in engineering. She provided two examples of when she told people about her major.
The first is an interaction with an older African American female.
I remember talking to an older lady, who had to be between her 50s and 60s, and I
told her my major was mechanical engineering and she kind of stepped back and
gave me a look. She said she didn’t even know what mechanical engineering
was, so, once I broke it down she was like, you really think you can do that? So I
asked her, what makes you think I can’t do it? She said, that just sounds so hard
and complicated. And I said well it’s not easy by a long shot, it does require a lot
of math and science you know, calculations and all of that but I was like it can be
obtained you just have to buckle yourself down and do it. She was like
engineering, UGH. It made me so mad because she was like: it just sounds like
something a white man should be doing. And I was like, it is a predominately
white field, a white male field, but I was like what is so wrong with, I don’t
remember my exact words but I was asking what’s so wrong with me wanting to
be in that field? And I think we kind of went into a conversation and the last
thing she said as she walked out was well girl good luck with that. And I didn’t
take it as a good luck I hope you finish it and get done. It was a good luck like I
don’t think you’re going to do it I don’t think you are going to make it.
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This interaction with another African American woman upset Cliffie. She did not
understand why this woman could not accept that she was going to be a mechanical
engineer. Her second experience involved a different individual.
So I had an older, older white male, he had to have been in his 70s ask me my
major at this conference I attended. I was like I’m a mechanical engineering
major. And I remember he crossed his leg and he was like mmhmm. He was like
so what made you choose mechanical engineering? And I started telling him you
know working with my grandfather, you know liking to take things apart and
putting them back together you know figuring out how they worked and trying to
make things better. And he was like; you really think you can do that? And I was
like yeah that’s what engineering is, figuring out new ways to get things to work.
He was like I’m just being honest; you know engineering is a male dominated
field? I was like yes I can tell since there aren’t a lot of females here. He was
like you don’t see that as being discouraging? I was like no, if anything that
would push me more to want to do it to see more females and black females in it.
He told me he had seen so many females start off in it and they eventually
changed their major or flunked out. He was like he would like to see more
females stick with it but he doesn’t know if they really have the endurance, or
something he said, to continue with it. I said well I’m going to stick with it. It’s
not easy and I told him I said when I graduate I’m going to come back; I was
joking with him, and show you my degree. He started laughing and was like well
I hope so.
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Cliffie viewed this experience with an older European American male as encouraging and
acknowledged that she gets encouragement and discouragement from European
Americans and African Americans in regards to her major. She also acknowledged that
she thinks people perceive her a certain way based on her weight and that may influence
the responses she receives from others. She told me she thinks her weight might have
been why people did not talk to her in her first engineering class.
I don’t usually say this because it is just not something I need to say but I think
my appearance, my size, had a lot to do with why they might have been a little
afraid. You know I don’t know if they thought I was the angry, big, black woman
or the black woman with an attitude as to why they felt they couldn’t talk to me or
why when I spoke they necessarily didn’t speak back.
Cliffie is aware that people may treat her differently based on her size or her looks. She
goes on to discuss how a former professor told her that she should smile more. That
simple piece of advice has changed the way Cliffie carries herself.
He was like I just saw you walking and it just seemed like you were just mad at
the world. So he told me maybe I should be more aware of my facial expressions
because that could come off as you being just a mean person and that could cause
people to not want to open up to you or talk to you because they think you are a
mean person. So now I try to walk and somewhat have my face more relaxed and
smile and stuff and make myself a little less not appealing so yeah. I do, I don’t
know that just made me realize that oh ok if I look a little happier and uh people
speak and it does work.
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Cliffie’s experience in engineering has helped her grow as a person in addition to moving
her towards completion of her degree.
Analysis
Clifffie’s experience exposes a few of the major tenets of black feminist theory.
For instance, the intersectionality of Cliffie’s race and gender emerges as a powerful
influence on the way she has constructed her academic identity up to this point. In her
first experience at her historically black university, Cliffie specifically recalled how many
women were present during her freshman orientation session with her fellow mechanical
engineering students. When Cliffie transferred to Mid-South U, she was the only female
in her first engineering course, and after a few weeks, she became the only African
American in the course. Finally, when Cliffie talked to others about her major, people
were shocked that she was not pursuing a service-related field; specifically nursing and
social work. These three instances suggest that due to the intersectionality of their race
and gender, African American women pursuing engineering is rare. African American
women are expected to go into a field that will provide them with a stable job and a
steady flow of income, that is less intellectually rigorous, and that focuses on using their
assumed maternal instincts. Also, African American women are expected to work in
service-related jobs as opposed to other fields. The notion of African American women’s
paid work in service positions is directly related to one of the core themes of Work,
Family, and Black Women’s Oppression presented by Hill-Collins (2009). The idea of
African American women working in the service industry was set by American society
during slavery. African American women worked as maids, cooks, and nannies during
slavery and as a result have been historically pigeonholed into service-related roles.
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When Cliffie explains that she is pursuing engineering, even another African American
female is surprised and questions her decision.
Another major tenant of BFT that appears in Cliffie’s interview is the notion of
power. When Cliffie is told by a professor that she should change her major, she
considers taking his advice based on each person’s position. Cliffie is a struggling
engineering student and the professor teaches her engineering course and knows that
Cliffie is struggling in his class. He utilizes his position of power over Cliffie and
suggests that she change her major. This situation reflects interpersonal and structural
power. Here, interpersonal power is displayed as Cliffie interacts with the professor
regularly; however, this interpersonal power is influenced by the structural power in
place. The professor/student power dynamic is reinforced by primary, secondary, and
tertiary institutions across the United States and is in turn, a form of structural power.
Through Cliffie’s daily interactions with this professor, the interpersonal and structural
power present was reinforced. Eventually, the professor used his position of power over
Cliffie to suggest that she change her major.
The fact that Cliffie chose not to change her major after her interaction with that
professor shows that she has made a commitment to an academic identity. In fact, Cliffie
committed to becoming an engineer prior to entering college. According to Marcia
(1966), Cliffie’s identity status would be identity achieved as she explored different
alternatives and had made a commitment to an identity. Cliffie demonstrated exploring
alternatives early in life as she initially considered being a brain surgeon. After she
realized she could not handle the sight of blood, she decided on fashion design because of
her interest in being creative. However, Cliffie could not draw so becoming a fashion
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designer was ruled out as an option. Finally, after developing an interest in cars, Cliffie
decided on engineering, but was still unsure as to which branch of engineering to pursue.
Once again, Cliffie had to choose between different alternatives. After researching
various branches, she decided on mechanical engineering. Cliffie’s process of
experiencing crisis and making a commitment means that she is identity achieved.
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Chapter 6
“I Never Felt Blacker than When I Walked into that Room”
My second participant, Star, is a 20-year-old junior biomedical engineering major.
She appears to be about 5’4” 115 pounds with a medium-brown complexion. She has
straight jet-black hair, which hangs just past her ears. Her oval shaped face is framed by
arched, black eyebrows which frame her brown, almond shaped eyes. The skin
underneath her eyes was slightly puffy. When she smiled, parentheses framed her mouth
and her nose points downward slightly. She was not wearing any makeup or jewelry.
She was wearing a white t-shirt with long sleeves, gray slacks, and flat black closed-toe
shoes.
Interview
When Star walked into the room, she offered a quiet hello and introduced herself.
I confirmed my identity as the researcher shook her hand and offered her a seat. I asked
her if she had any trouble finding the building and she informed me that she was familiar
with this area. We chatted informally about classes in order to establish rapport and then
I gave her the consent form to read. While she was reading the form, I took notes about
her appearance and our initial interaction. When she completed reading the consent
form, I reviewed it with her and obtained verbal consent. Once she assured me she did
not have any questions, I instructed her to print her name, sign, and date the form. I
offered her a bottle of water, told her that I was interested in her experiences and we
began the interview.
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Primary and Secondary Years
I began this interview the same way I started my first one by asking Star about her
earliest educational experiences. She immediately started with elementary school, but
focused on her abilities as opposed to her surroundings, what she was learning, or
teachers.
I guess my early educational experience was kind of, I wasn’t really extremely
smart from the beginning simply because I would have trouble sometimes
focusing at school because I was really bad at daydreaming and going off into la
la land. So that was one trouble and also I read and write very slowly, so
sometimes while the teacher was going over or letting us do homework I was the
last person to finish it. Things like that, so I feel like I wasn’t that extremely
smart kid until kind of middle elementary school after I finally kind of learned to
focus more.
By choosing to start with an analysis of self, Star comes across as beginning to construct
her academic identity at a very early age. She even remembers her second grade teacher
and parents working with her and helping her to focus.
Uhm, second grade I had this teacher who kind of really worked with me. She
knew that I had the potential. She would always say it’s your hand it’s your hand
it’s not that fast it’s not writing fast enough. So she would do that and she would
tell my parents better ways to help me focus on my homework.
Support from her teachers and parents helped Star to not only successfully make it
through elementary school, but to make it through middle school after missing the first
month due to surgery in seventh grade. Star recalled this being a difficult time for her as
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this was her first time taking honors classes. She fell behind after missing that first
month of school and struggled to catch up. As a result, her grades fell and she had to
retake those classes; however, she felt prepared for them the second time around and
went on to be successful throughout the rest of middle school and on into high school.
In high school, Star continued to take honors classes and excel in them. It was at
this time she realized she enjoyed math and science and she was good at both subjects.
Additionally, Star informed me that during high school, she was definitely a nerd in
addition to attending a high school where she was the minority.
My high school experience, I was definitely the nerd but I actually went to a
mostly white high school. So in some of my classes I would be one of few,
maybe one to two or three African Americans in the classroom. I guess that was
kind of preparing me for the engineering field.
Star’s comment about being prepared for the field of engineering, suggests that she
decided to pursue that field prior to attending college. In fact, it was Star’s father who
actually suggested she major in engineering.
The Road to Engineering
When it came to deciding on a major for college, Star initially considered being a
journalist during her freshman year of high school. However, her father made a comment
that made Star consider something different.
My father, actually, is the one who got me thinking of engineering because in the
beginning of my freshman year of high school I thought I wanted to be a
journalist. My dad was like you know you’re too good at science and math why
don’t you look into engineering? So I did and that was around the time I was
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taking chemistry and things like that so we kind of pointed out you know I am
good at science and math and here’s something that seems really cool that I can
do and make a really good living out of it.
One simple suggestion by her father changed Star’s entire focus regarding her college
major. She went further to admit that she knew nothing about engineering in the
beginning except that engineers built skyscrapers. She had no idea how broad the field of
engineering actually was until she began researching it by checking books out of the
library. This helped her to determine exactly what she would do with an engineering
degree.
I never really realized how broad the field was. That was something I was kind of
surprised or didn’t understand how much engineering touches people’s lives.
Okay, so I’m a biomedical engineering major because I kind of wanted to get into
the healthcare field but I didn’t want to be a nurse or a doctor. That was always
kind of off that list, but it was always kind of like hmmm, I can be in that medical
field without directly being there. I can help people and I can change their lives
but without actually interning or taking care of them in the hospital.
Star specifically chose biomedical engineering for two reasons. First, engineering is a
combination of math and science, which sparked her interest. Second, biomedical
engineering provides Star with the opportunity to work in the medical field and help
others without becoming a doctor or nurse. For Star, biomedical engineering was the
perfect choice and as a result, she declared it as her major upon entering college.
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The College Journey
Currently, Star is a junior at Mid-South University. She informed me that she
chose Mid-South U because she felt that it was a place she could disappear, but still be
involved. She did not want to go to a school so small that everyone knew her name, but
she also did not want to attend a large university where she would just be another
number. For Star, Mid-South U was the perfect size where she could explore everything
she wanted. In addition to this, Star felt that Mid-South U was the most affordable option
for her and her family that also offered engineering.
During her college journey, Star admits that it has not been easy. She informs me
that engineering is a major that teachers you how to think and it has definitely changed
her way of thinking.
One of the things that shocked me was how much thinking was involved with
engineering, or the way to think. Once I took my first semester of physics, I
noticed like my way of thinking was completely changing and I was like oh this
hurts. This is interesting but I felt like that’s one of the things that now that I’m
here and I help with a couple of the outreach programs with the kids and things
we do in the city, we’re teaching these kids how to think and for me coming in, I
didn’t know fully how to think. So when I got here, that’s one of the things I had
to learn. How to think, how to process, how to problem solve, I thought I had it
but I didn’t have the depth that I found I needed.
Star acknowledged that although she felt prepared for engineering when she left high
school, she did not possess the necessary cognitive skills required to excel in the field.
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Although she knows engineering is a difficult major, she feels that it is easier at MidSouth U because of the help she has received.
I feel like majoring here is not as difficult because most of the professors are
willing to work with you and help you out. One of the problems I face is
sometimes working up the nerve to talk to some of the people in some of my
classes.
Here, Star informs me that help is available if needed, yet she tends to have difficulty
talking to some of her classmates. She attempts to explain her feelings further.
Simply because, I don’t know, maybe I’m the one who’s just socially awkward
and I feel sometimes I feel weird going up to people and saying hey you want to
have a study group. It’s like here It’s just weird to say hey let’s be friends and do
homework together. I feel like that’s weird and I don’t know. I feel like once you
get over that here it’s not that hard. The work is still hard but it makes it easier
and more doable with help from the professors and students.
Star reinforces the notion that engineering is hard; however, she believes it is more
manageable at Mid-South U because of the level of involvement from the professors. In
addition, engineering is easier once you build a support system or study group of students
within the field.
In addition to help from the professors and fellow engineering students, Star
credits her freshman engineering advisor with being a major supporter the students within
the engineering college.
I think you can ask any engineering major here and they’ll say she supported us.
We could have gone into her office at any time and vent about any class and she
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would listen to us. She would help us out. She was definitely one of the people
that supported us and also some of the older engineering students.
Star’s fond memory of her freshman engineering advisor aligns with the idea that support
is a major factor when majoring in engineering. Support is especially important when
students struggle with a class. Star discussed a time she struggled and relied on her
fellow classmates for support.
Last spring semester, I believe it was, I had a really difficult time I was taking a
lot of really hard classes at the same time. And I was just trying to push through
it and it was getting really bad and really overwhelming and I had to there was
days I’d just call my parents at night and be like I can’t do this anymore. I can’t
do this, I’m not smart enough for this I don’t know how to do this and they are
like you know just keep going you can do it. It is not nearly as bad as you think it
will be. And you have to you kind of have to push through that. And also there’s,
I was never, I knew I had those feelings I knew I wasn’t the only one in those
hard classes I was in, we would talk and like yeah this class is kicking my butt
this class is hard. But I feel like it’s though it was hard I never felt completely
alone. We all had that shared feeling and that shared moment.
Star considers this a good moment shared between classmates. It reassured her that she
was not alone and that she was not the only person struggling with the class material.
However, even with this bonding moment shared between Star and her classmates, she
still informed me that sometimes the environment can be intimidating.
The workload is intimidating, the fact you look around and all you see is white
and Asian is intimidating it makes it feel like you don’t belong. I think I told my
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mom this one time I never felt blacker than we I walked into that room, because
you just stand out.
Even though Star attended a high school where she was in the minority, she still struggled
with being a minority within engineering classes. The support she received from her
parents helped her to stay focused and move past that feeling.
Finally, Star shared with me the first time she realized she was becoming an
engineer.
I think the first time I realized I was becoming an engineer, oh this is going to be
horrible. I had gone home to visit my family, I cannot remember which break it
was, and we had decided to go to Sea World in San Antonio because my parents
live in Texas now. So we went there and one of the girls that was there was
scared to go on this ride. And I’m like oh honey it will be okay. I was like see
when you turn around and I was starting to explain the physics of this roller
coaster to her and I was like never mind. You know what just trust me you’ll be
okay. I’m going to go Oh God help me I got to go. I actually tried to explain
physics to a 10yr old.
This story Star shared with me about attempting to explain physics to a 10-year-old
exposes that she has embraced engineering as her field of choice. Star has embraced
what it means to be an engineer despite the less than positive experiences she has
encountered.
Analysis
Star’s story highlights the intersectionality of her race and gender, which can be
explained using black feminist theory. In high school, Star was very aware of her race.
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She accepted being one of only a few African American students, thinking that she would
be prepared for the field of engineering. However, Star did not account for her gender
playing a factor as she entered the field of engineering. This highlights an important
distinction in BFT that all African American women are not oppressed the same way.
For Star, race tended to be the most salient factor when she discussed her experiences
related to being a minority within two distinctly different educational contexts, high
school and college.
Although gender did not come up for Star during her educational experiences, she
is aware of the lack of African American women in engineering. At the end of her
interview, after the voice recorder was turned off, Star informed me that she told her
mother about my research. She told her mother that she had to help me because there are
only a few African American women in engineering and she knew it would be difficult
for me to find participants. When Star acknowledged that only a few African American
women are pursuing engineering at Mid-South U, she acknowledged the role
intersectionality played in her decision to participate in this study. Star felt an obligation
to help me with my research; however, she knew in doing so that we would construct a
level of knowledge unique to African American female engineering students. Black
feminist theory acknowledges the creation of knowledge for African American women
by African American women as a way to empower African American women towards
activism. With her participation, Star not only became an advocate for herself, but for
other African American females that will pursue engineering. Her story will serve to
empower other African American females.
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Star also explained how she created her academic identity in regards to Marcia’s
(1966) ego identity statuses. Star has made a commitment to an identity, but did not truly
explore any alternatives. Although she briefly mentions journalism, her specific words
were, “I thought I wanted to be a journalist”. She never discussed putting any real
thought into journalism. However, once she told me how her father suggested
engineering, she went into detail about how she checked books out of the library to
research the different branches of engineering and what she could to with an engineering
degree. As a result, Star’s academic identity status is identity foreclosure. According to
Marcia and Friedman (1970), individuals who are identity foreclosed set goals that are
impossible to obtain. Star demonstrates this when she discussed how her parents
questioned her as to why she set the bar so high in regards to her academics.
One thing I’ve realized is that I was the one who set the bar really high and my
parent’s just supported me with what I set because once again I was calling my
mom and freaking out about an exam last semester and my mom was like why do
you set the bar so high? I’m like, I kind of had this thought process like wait, you
don’t set the bar that high? I guess I never noticed it because like I said, when I
was younger I always had potential it was just I never really had the work ethic. I
feel like my parents were pushing me toward work ethic and when I got that, I set
the ball rolling and tried to set the bar higher and higher.
Star realized that her parents always supported her; however, it appears that Star’s parents
wanted her to have the follow-through required to obtain her goals. They never set goals
for her that were unobtainable, but they did push her to be the best she could be with her
academics. Her father made the suggestion that she pursue engineering because she was
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too good at math and science to not use those skills. Star took her father’s advice and has
continued to set even higher goals for herself. As a result, she is identity foreclosed.
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Chapter 7
“People Think I’m a Super-Smart Kid, but I’m a Survivor, NO, an Overcomer”
My next participant is LaKiesha, a 24-year-old graduating senior civil engineering
major who stands about 5’7”, 125 pounds. She is wearing light denim jeans, a dark grey
sweater, and dark grey sneakers. She has shoulder length wavy dark brown hair with a
scalp braid that is braided around the front of her head. She has a dark brown
complexion and is wearing pink lip gloss with no other visible makeup. She has on silver
earrings about half the size of a dime in each ear. She has large almond shaped eyes,
prominent cheekbones and an oval shaped face.
Interview
When LaKiesha walked into the room she introduced herself and took a seat in
one of the chairs. We chatted briefly about classes and midterms to establish rapport
before I instructed her to read the consent form. While LaKiesha reviewed the consent
form, I wrote notes about her physical description and my first impression. I must admit,
when LaKiesha walked into the room, I found myself thinking that she was an attractive
young woman and I admired the way she wore her hair. After she finished reading the
consent form, she asked me how long would the interview take. I informed her that it
depended on her but interviews tend to last at least an hour. She was concerned that she
would not have enough time to finish the interview and make it to pick up her son from
school on time. I asked her if she would prefer to reschedule, but she said no that she
would make it work. I told her we can always do a second interview if she needs to leave
and that made her feel more at ease. I was hoping we would get everything completed
that day before she needed to leave, but giving her the option to come back if needed
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made her feel more comfortable. I asked her if she needed to use the restroom before we
began and she informed me that she did prior to coming in for the interview. I offered
her a bottle of water and we began with her earliest educational experience.
Primary and Secondary Years
LaKiesha began her interview by telling me that she really enjoyed school before
she moved to the deep South. She recalled school being fun and being able to engage in a
lot of hands-on activities. She discussed one field-trip to Papa John’s.
I think I was around either Kindergarten or first grade and we went to Papa John’s
as a field trip and we got to make our own pizza. But we still learned the business
aspect of it.
For LaKiesha, learning did not have to be a chore, but should be fun. She provided an
example from her third grade class of how learning was more than just sitting in a
classroom.
I remember in 3rd grade we were learning about like marine animals. Our teacher
went outside on the blacktop and like measured so you could see how in
comparison you were so much smaller from a killer whale, a blue whale, a
manatee, a dolphin and she had it all measured out and those were my favorite
animals. I don’t know. It was just more than just sitting down listening to her
tell us oh it’s three times bigger than you versus actually like seeing the size
difference.
LaKiesha really enjoyed the hands-on learning she experienced before moving to the
deep South. However, after her move, LaKiesha felt that the work was no longer
rigorous and that no one took school seriously, not even the teachers. As a result, she
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began not taking school seriously. LaKiesha associated her best educational experiences
with the school she attended prior to her move. After her move, elementary school and
middle school were not as interesting. In fact, LaKiesha informed me that one of her
worst educational experiences took place during middle school.
My sixth grade math teacher never really taught. He would just come in asked
who did their homework and the people who didn’t do their homework he would
kick them out. He would say you only came to school to eat lunch so go to the
cafeteria. He would hand out the worksheets and he would check his little part in
his little mirror on the side of the filing cabinet and leave. He would leave until
like class was over then he would come back like right before the bell or right
after the bell. So the next year, like I didn’t know anything and I hated math.
This bad experience in middle school caused LaKiesha to dislike math because she did
not understand the concepts that her sixth grade instructor failed to teach her. However,
in seventh grade, LaKiesha was able to catch up with the help of her seventh grade
instructor. Despite the setback in sixth grade, LaKiesha admitted that she could get any
grade she wanted with little effort during middle school and high school.
When LaKiesha entered high school, she admits that she never wanted to be a
straight A student; however, she had to keep her grades up in order to play sports.
I was always a good student and wanted to make good grades. But in high school,
I was never the student who wanted to make all As. I didn’t care, three As, three
Bs, whatever I wanted I knew that I could just do this and then I would get my
grades. That was my focus. I did track and soccer. It really wasn’t too hard so I
knew it was obtainable whatever grade I wanted that’s what I was going to get.
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Here, LaKiesha details just how good of a student she was by being able to do what she
needed in order to obtain the grades she desired. LaKiesha received help and support
from both her parents, but especially her mother. In fact, she credits her mother with her
being the perfectionist she is today.
Like in the summer time my mom would make us read books and do a book
report. And I was like what, what book? Who, who was this about? Who is Ben
Carson? So, uhm even when I had school projects, I used to love school projects
because I would always go over and above because it was just so fun to me. And
then I remember like my mom would uhm stay up and help me glue it all together
to make sure it was all perfect and you know it looked presentable and I don’t
know. I just remember or even if it was a paper like if I was finishing writing a
paper she would stay up with me, help me proofread it and make sure it was like
my best work. Uhm, so that’s always, she’s always been that person for me to
make sure I’m doing my best or when I was younger I remember second or third
grade she didn’t think my penmanship was up to par because I was getting like a
homework assignment and I was rushing because I was trying to go outside and
play. She made me keep writing it over and over and over again like no do it
again this is not your best. Do it again. So, I definitely, I think I’ve become a
perfectionist in a way.
Although she was annoyed at the time, LaKiesha is grateful that her mom helped her and
pushed her when she did. This helped her become the person she is today and helped her
to remain focused within engineering.
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The Road to Engineering
According to LaKiesha, engineering was not even a major she was considering.
When I was younger I wanted to be a doctor I think the human body has always
interest me uhm and then in high school I wanted to be a human pathologist. I
always wanted Uhm I don’t know or I always wanted, I thought it was so cool I
really liked forensics too.
LaKiesha had every intention to enter the medical field; however, her mother enrolled her
in a summer program called Girls Experiencing Engineering (GEE). LaKiesha recalled
how she felt when her mom told her she signed her up for GEE.
My 11th grade summer it was a Sunday night and my mom goes oh by the way I
signed you up for some engineering program. I was like what? I have to be
where at 8’oclock in the morning? I was upset. I was trying to recruit everybody
all my friends to go with me and I was not happy. And so I ended up, I did not
want to go at all honestly. And I ended up going and I loved it and I’m still a part
of that program.
Initially, LaKiesha was not interested in spending her summer learning about
engineering. However, once she attended GEE, she was able to engage in some hands-on
activities that made learning fun again. After this experience, LaKiesha decided that she
wanted to become an engineer. But there was still one problem. She was unsure which
engineering concentration to pursue. LaKiesha’s interest in the human body led her to
consider biomedical engineering. However, she hated the biomedical information session
at GEE. She found it to be boring. For LaKiesha, the session that captured her interest
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was the one on civil engineering that involved all hands-on activities. She describes one
activity for me in detail that she really enjoyed.
I really just remember doing this activity. We had to create our own water filter.
They gave us some really dirty water and they gave us random materials some
cotton balls, clay, rocks, whatever and so we had to build like the best water filter.
And, they gave us some background like some things we might want to consider.
And it was really just trial and error and it was just so cool I remember my water
got so clear I was like Oh My Gosh I’m so amazed I can’t believe I did it! So, I
mean I hadn’t even, up to that point I hadn’t even considered the importance of
water filtration and so, that’s what was so cool to me about civil engineering
cause how they impacted everybody. So, every area of civil engineering it really
makes a huge impact on society.
This activity captured LaKiesha’s interest in two areas. One, it made learning fun by
having students engage in a hands-on activity. Two, it was a way she could still help
people without becoming a medical doctor. As a result, LaKiesha declared civil
engineering her major when she entered college.
The College Journey
LaKiesha chose Mid-South University because GEE was held on Mid-South U’s
campus and because she built great relationships with some of the professors and the
freshman engineering advisor. Even though she built great relationships with faculty and
staff members during GEE, LaKiesha still struggled while pursuing her engineering
degree. When asked what it has been like majoring in engineering, she explains it the
only way she knows how.
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It is literally one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Like uhm, especially
mentally, uhm because you have to set aside so much extra time to study, do
homework and they can give you homework that nobody knows how to do I don’t
even think the teachers know how to do it sometimes in a way and you just come
together with people and you sit around bounding ideas until someone has an idea
like for a starting place. And we all would stay up until like 2 o’clock in the
morning to finish this one homework assignment, ONE HOMEWORK
ASSIGNMENT. And you’re not. You’re just not prepared for that type of, you
know, to apply that type of discipline to school before college; especially
engineering. So it is like a totally different ballgame or you can work your butt
off to fail. I’ve never experienced that before; actually working so hard towards
something and still failing.
As you may recall, in her previous academic endeavors, LaKiesha was the student who
could get any grade she wanted without putting forth much effort. When she arrived in
college and began pursuing civil engineering, she realized she had to apply herself if she
had any hopes of passing. The problem is LaKiesha did not realize she would apply
herself, fail a class, and have to retake it. LaKiesha did not understand how she could
actually put forth effort and still fail a class. When this happened to LaKiesha, she began
to doubt herself.
I’m getting past that point because I had never done bad in a class until I got to
college. I was like OH MY GOSH I’M AN IDIOT, I’M A FAILURE WHAT
HAPPENED TO ME? And I took it really hard and so getting into some
engineering classes are tough.

140

Performing poorly in a class was a first for LaKiesha when she got to college. She knew
she was going to have to really focus and put forth twice the amount of effort if she was
going to pass.
LaKiesha, a graduating senior, credits her success with the relationships she’s
made during her time at Mid-South U. The relationship with her mentor, which was
established during GEE, provided her with a number of experiences for her resume. In
addition to the help with her career, LaKiesha’s mentor also provided her with personal
advice and really supported her through her journey.
Uhm, she would always come up with different projects just whatever she would
always get me involved and people are so impressed with my resume now and
honestly it’s because she had me a part of some program at the time I’m just
looking at it like oh I got to write a paper but she knew that she wanted me to
have a lot of different experience and she wanted me to be well-rounded. I’ve just
learned so much from her just as a person as a mother, as a teacher, uhm and in
the engineering career. So, just that type of support has been really, really unique.
LaKiesha also likes that engineering is a small field because the faculty really get to
know you on a personal level; however, this tends to have its drawbacks as students also
get to know the faculty on a personal level. When asked about a bad experience she has
had in engineering, LaKiesha chose to discuss the arrogance of some of the professors.
I would say the arrogance of some of the professors. They almost feel like they,
almost like a hazing process. And they know that they can do and say anything to
you. It could be derogatory, racist, sexist, and it’s like, it’s almost like a test
almost because they know that if you react a certain way then they got you. So
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mentally, you have to be strong. They say something racist you can’t even get
mad because then you’re going to fall into their little stereotype. I’m like okay.
Please don’t have me jump through anymore hoops. This is hard enough as it is.
LaKiesha credits her mental strength to the various tests she has endured because of the
arrogance of some of the professors in engineering at Mid-South U. She provided me of
an example from one of her classes.
I’m fluent in sarcasm, most people are not. And so you know how somebody can
say something but if they phrase it in a way the average person wouldn’t really
know what they’re talking about? So since I’m so fluent in sarcasm, I call it the
lunch crew like our department head and some professors they just walk through
the halls and they’ll say really sarcastic stuff and they’ll single you out. They’ll
even say a lot of comments to just the black students or say thing to just the black
students and I keep my little mouth shut because I know if I open it it’s going to
be bad. Or even in class, I’ve taken a class before and it was like this black guy
who hangs out with majority white people and so the professor, they always make
like racial jokes back and forth to each other. That’s a whole nother story. But
this one day, he was sitting in the front uhm I mean whatever and so we, I don’t
know why but me and, it’s not that many black people in engineering, but
randomly it was three of us sitting next to each other. And we were like, the rows
were like perpendicular to our row and so it kind of appeared like we were in the
back. But, it was just by chance I think we just needed to use the outlet or
whatever. So he made a huge point making fun of this black kid who’s sitting in
the front like oh so you don’t want to sit back there what is it too dark for you?
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… So I’m like what do you, what do you, excuse me what do you mean by that?
What was that? And he was like oh nothing heh heh heh. Those type of
comments, so that’s what I mean as far as sarcasm. Most people never really pick
up on what they’re really saying.
LaKiesha is offended by the comment offered by the professor but calls him out on it in a
non-threatening way. By asking him to repeat what he said, LaKiesha was able to get the
point across that comments like that are unacceptable and offensive. The nervous
laughter offered by the professor and his unwillingness to repeat the comment confirms
he knows the comment was inappropriate.
In addition to her varied interactions with professors, LaKiesha discussed her
interaction with her fellow classmates. LaKiesha has built a strong support system
among the few African American females in engineering. She has served as a mentor to
some of the younger students as she has continued working with GEE and has fostered
new friendships while completing her journey to her degree. Although she reports
positive interactions with her fellow African American female engineering students, she
reports less than pleasant interactions with African American male students.
And then as far as like student wise, it’s annoying being like one of the few girls.
And so the black guys think it’s like something right like oh she’s black so we’re
definitely going to be together. You study with them one day, the next day like
they’re stalking you. Like WHAT IS HAPPENING? I’m just trying to do this
assignment. Married men text you something inappropriate because in
engineering, since it is so tightknit, you really are in contact with everybody that
has been one of the most annoying things ever, dealing with the guys. It’s just
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like WHAAAT? I’m sorry I gave that impression but this is not that and then it’s
like once you turn them down, then it’s like they’re out to get you because their
little pride is hurt.
LaKiesha is the first participant to mention dealing with her fellow engineering students
on a romantic level. What is interesting about this is that she did not intend to have these
types of interactions with her fellow classmates. LaKiesha is strictly interested in
platonic relationships with her male classmates that would lead to them helping each
other complete their engineering degrees. Further, she is annoyed by the advances and
disgusted by the married men who attempt to pursue her romantically.
Finally, LaKiesha feels she has been becoming an engineer since her senior year
of high school due to her involvement with GEE. She describes it as a scary feeling
because of the few times she was unsure of herself.
When I first realized I was becoming an engineer, I was really scared. Uhm and I
think more so because of what I told you earlier, I’m somewhat of a perfectionist.
And so if I really want to be something, I’m going to be that best something that I
can. And then realizing the responsibilities that came with the profession? I
didn’t know. I was second-guessing myself because; let me tell you about
engineering. All you ever hear about is its hard. And so they don’t tell you oh
it’s okay if you make Cs. Like they don’t tell you those things, you’re like OH
GOD I MADE A C and I’M NOT GOING TO MAKE IT I’M NOT CUT OUT
FOR THIS! They don’t tell you these things they don’t tell you that people have
to take classes three times to get out of it. They don’t tell you that. And so when
you’re actually there it’s like nerve wrecking. And I guess uhm, I was nervous
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because I wanted to be the best that I could be with it, but it kind of scared me a
little bit because profession wise, they hold a lot of responsibility.
As confident as LaKiesha comes across in her interview, she admits that she has had
doubts about majoring in engineering. However, LaKiesha has chosen to push through
and is in her last semester. She considers her experience with engineering a journey and
when people are in awe of her pursuing engineering, she simply tells them she has
overcome great trials in order to achieve a great goal.
Analysis
LaKiesha’s narrative highlights several interesting concepts within black feminist
theory. First, LaKiesha is a single parent and prior to begin her interview, she informed
me that she had to pick up her child from school. Despite LaKiesha’s commitment to
engineering, she has a commitment to being a mother first. Further, she credits her
engineering professor for not only helping her become a top scholar in the field of
engineering, but for also helping her navigate motherhood. One of the major themes in
black feminist theory, Mammies, Matriarchs, and Other Controlling Images, accounts for
LaKiesha’s commitment to motherhood. According to Hill-Collins (2009), certain
stereotypical views of African American women are embedded in the dominant
American discourse. These include: The Mammy, The Matriarch, The Welfare Mother,
The Black Lady, The Emergent Woman, and The Jezebel (Hill-Collins, 2009). When
considering all of these stereotypical views of African American women, LaKiesha can
be viewed through two of them. First, in regards to motherhood, the fact that she is a
single mother means that she may be stereotypically viewed as The Matriarch.
According to Hill-Collins (2009), The Matriarch emerged as a response to The Mammy.
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Historically, The Mammy was viewed as the good mother because she abandoned her
own children to take care of other children. On the other hand, The Matriarch was
viewed as the bad mother because she abandoned her children in order to work outside of
the home. As a result, children of The Matriarch did poorly in school and would
eventually become a burden on society. Although LaKiesha would stereotypically be
viewed as The Matriarch, black feminist theory acknowledges that African American
motherhood is complex as these individuals tend to persevere through difficult conditions
(Hill-Collins, 2009). Second, in regards to LaKiesha’s frustrations with the male
engineering students, she may be stereotypically viewed as The Black Lady. As a
burgeoning African American professional woman, LaKiesha does not have time to
waste on the men who approach her. She made it clear that she was not interested and
that the only reason she is interacting with them is so she can get the help she needs to
complete her degree. According the Hill-Collins (2009), the image of The Black Lady is
one of a hard-working, educated African American middle-class female. She is similar to
The Mammy and The Matriarch because she is a hard-working woman; however, she
differs from both of those views because she falls in a different class category (HillCollins, 2009). Also, African American men feel threatened by The Black Lady because
she is often viewed as competition for their jobs. This aligns with LaKiesha’s comment
of “now they’re out to get you” after she rejects the advances of her fellow African
American male students
In addition to the intersectionality of race, gender, and class exposed in
LaKiesha’s story, sexuality also enters the equation. When LaKiesha first entered the
room, I remember thinking that she was an attractive young woman. So when she told
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me that guys in engineering attempt to date here, I was not surprised. For LaKiesha, who
is a heterosexual female, the advances made by single and married men are unwelcomed.
However, this is another factor to consider when women choose to enter male-dominated
fields. The intersectionality of LaKiesha’s race, gender, and sexuality frames her
experience with and her response to the males in her engineering classes. She is not
flattered; she is frustrated and feels the need to apologize if she unintentionally gave them
the wrong impression. It appears that because LaKiesha is an attractive, intelligent, and
focused African American woman, African American males deem her a suitable mate.
They never take into account that LaKiesha may not be interested. So when she turns
down their advances, they appear to turn on her and become her enemy. For LaKiesha,
being an attractive, heterosexual, African American woman in the field of engineering
has added a layer of difficulty to her journey.
In addition to BFT, Marcia’s (1966) theory of academic identity was also applied
to LaKiesha’s story. Prior to deciding on engineering as her field of study, LaKiesha
considered multiple majors that reflected her interests in math, science, and helping other.
It was not until her mother signed her up for GEE that she considered engineering. In
fact, prior to her involvement with GEE, LaKiesha had no concept of engineering. GEE
provided LaKiesha with an opportunity to explore the different branches of engineering
and after some consideration, she decided on civil. As a result, LaKiesha’s academic
identity status would be identity achievement as she explored different alternatives and
has made a commitment to an identity.
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Chapter 8
“You Can Always Come Back”
Caylee is my fourth participant. She is a 24-year-old graduating senior double majoring
in electrical and computer engineering. She stands about 5’6” and appears to be 120
pounds. She has a light brown complexion and her black hair with red highlights is curly
and is just above her ears. She has a square shaped jaw, dimples in each cheeks, and long
eyelashes that frame her slightly almond shaped eyes. Her lips are pink but she did not
appear to be wearing any makeup. She wore a blue t-shirt with a quarter-length sleeve
white shirt underneath, maroon colored skinny jeans, cognac colored boots with laces and
a 2-inch heel. Caylee was wearing two sets of earrings in each ear. One set was a black
circle with brown and bronze charms hanging about one and a half inches. The other set
was a pair of small diamonds. She had on pink nail polish and no other jewelry.
Interview
A few minutes before her interview was set to begin, Caylee called to find the
location of the room. I asked her where she was and directed her to the building. I
looked out of the window as she walked up and told her that she was in the right place.
When Caylee walked into the room, she smiled and introduced herself. She apologized
for being a little late and I reassured her it was fine. I asked her if she needed to use the
restroom before we start and she informed me that she did that before she left her
previous location. Caylee and I chatted about classes and about her initially not being
able to find the building. After establishing some rapport, I gave Caylee the consent form
and instructed her to read it. As she read the form, I took notes about her description and
our initial interaction. When she was done reading, I reviewed the consent form with her
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and asked if she had any questions. She said no and I instructed her to print and sign her
name and date the consent form. Once consent was obtained, I offered her a bottle of
water, turned on the recorder, and we began our interview.
Primary and Secondary Years
When I asked Caylee to tell me about her earliest educational experiences, she
began with preschool without any hesitation. She described herself as the teacher’s pet
because she always wanted to learn new things. To support her love for knowledge, she
provided me with a story of how she learned to tie her shoes.
I just remember I wanted to tie my shoes and when they first did the lesson on
tying your shoes they said first we’re going to practice this every week and I was
like no by the end of the week I need to know how to tie my shoe.
At a very early age, Caylee would set goals for herself and work hard to accomplish
them. Although learning to tie shoes may seem like a small accomplishment, for preschool aged Caylee, it was a goal that she was determined to achieve rather quickly.
Once Caylee entered elementary school, she recalled being a good student in
regards to her grades. She was a mostly A student with a few B’s every so often. In
addition to maintaining high grades, Caylee was also a helpful student.
I was not like the students who made A’s and they didn’t help other people or
they didn’t talk to other people. When it came to my grades, I was the one who
did well but I also tried to help other people. And a lot of the time the teachers
would be like well you know Caylee’s a good student because she works with
people, she’s patient, and she doesn’t mind helping others.
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Caylee distinguished herself from the other high achieving students by letting me know
that she was social and helpful. Her teachers praised her for being helpful and that
confirmed for Caylee that she was a good student. As Caylee continues her story, she
shares a time when she made her skills related to being a good student work for her in
middle school.
We were going over some technique in math and the way the teacher put it she
was really trying to make it make sense but to me it wasn’t clicking. And I kind
of just sat there and I went over the notes and I tried to teach myself and I went
back to her and said is this what we’re supposed to be doing and she was like yes.
So it’s kind of like I was able to practice it and perform it and that’s what made it
click for me you know. So I took what she gave me and I added well you know if
I look at it this way then it makes more sense to me.
Caylee had always been the student to help others, but in this instance, she had to help
herself learn the material. Caylee also learned that she was capable of explaining the
material to herself if she was provided with enough information. However, as she
continued through middle school, she also learned how to believe in herself.
Another situation is where it was a negative situation because the teacher told me
that I wasn’t smart enough to figure out, you know, what the problem was. And
that really challenged me because in that instance I had to really look at why did
she feel like I wasn’t smart enough? What did I do wrong? And when I really
took it upon myself to try to figure it out, I wasn’t actually wrong on the problem,
I just needed to move the decimal over one space, so the problem was right. But
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if I had sat there and gone with the but I’m not smart enough, I can’t do this, then
I never would have taken the time to know that I actually was in fact correct.
Caylee considered this a good educational experience as well, although the teacher
discouraged her. Caylee learned that she is smart enough, but that she needs to pay more
attention in certain areas. She really credits that experience with learning about herself.
Caylee took honors classes in middle and high school. However, once she arrived
in high school, Caylee was separated from a majority of her friends. Being placed in
classes with people who were outside of her normal peer group, exposed Caylee to
people with different cultural backgrounds. It was a wake-up call for her to realize that
she may not always be surrounded by her friends. During this time, Caylee also realized
just how different she was from her friends.
I have a different type of personality so what do you mean by that? I mean,
what’s the word for it a young old head? An old school person, it was a lot of
stuff people in high school were into and I was like nah I’m not going to do that
then I got the nickname Nana because they were like you remind us of our
grandmother. And so you know I had an interesting time. It wasn’t like I got
bullied or anything but it was, I always knew I was different.
From elementary to high school, Caylee acknowledged that she was different from her
peers. However, being different did not stop Caylee from excelling in academics. She
continued to do well in high school and went on to college to pursue a degree in
engineering.
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The Road to Engineering
Before Caylee decided to major in engineering, she considered majoring in some
type of math or science-related field. In high school, Caylee joined an organization
whose purpose was to expose girls to math and science-related fields. Caylee shared her
experience with this high school program.
There was a school organization that made me consider math and science as a
major called OPTIONS. And what stuck with me was we had a little meeting in
the cafeteria and they pulled all the girls in the cafeteria and they said close your
eyes and imagine an aviation engineer, imagine a Fedex pilot, imagine a diesel
mechanic and they said raise your hand if you saw a woman. Two people raised
their hands and I know that they were lying because they told us afterwards that
they were lying. (We both chuckle). So it really was like you know wow no
one’s ever really put it like that before you know I could do those things, why
couldn’t I do those things? I don’t have to be a guy to do that and so that’s what
sparked me to do math and science. Well OPTIONS lost its funding. And when
they lost their funding they sent us out a list of other organizations to you know
make sure like yeah we don’t want to just leave y’all hanging so here’s a list of
other organizations some of the teachers from OPTIONS will be participating in
this this this and that.
Although OPTIONS lost its funding, the seed had been planted and Caylee began seeing
herself with a career in a math or science related field. After OPTIONS, Caylee attended
the Girls Experiencing Engineering (GEE) summer camp where she was exposed to the
different branches of engineering.
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When I found GEE, that’s what led me to engineering. The class, the summer
camp, they gave us different types of engineering even though it focused on civil,
they mentioned all the different types and they gave us books with all these kids
smiling on it, there’s still one in the office I think. And it just said Engineering
can take you anywhere. I really liked that; that became my best friend. I read that
little magazine from cover to cover.
Although Caylee decided to pursue engineering prior to college, she was a little unsure of
which branch of engineering she wanted to explore. Due to her interest in a popular
television show, Caylee first considered biochemical engineering.
And so, at that point I said you know what I really like CSI, so I’m going to be a
biochemical engineer. I’m watching CSI and I’m thinking to myself yes, this is
what I’m going to do. I’m going to find the fingerprint at the end like I had really
convinced myself that this was going to really happen. That I was going to find
these fingerprints, and I was going to find a hair in the corner, underneath the
chair and I was going to be like AHHA!
As Caylee explains her excitement around forensics and biochemical engineering, she
realized that sometimes forensics take a long time and that she realistically may become
bored with a case. In addition to the anticipation of future boredom, Caylee described her
boredom with her first college-level chemistry course.
My very first semester here I took chemistry. Everybody says they hate chemistry
it’s such a hard course yada yada yada. I had a very tough high school chemistry
teacher so I was ready. Okay, I came in here like okay I know my periodic table,
got that, I got this I got this. I did well in the class. I was bored out of my mind
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in the lab and I’m thinking to myself this is what I wanted to do. I hated it. When
they told me I couldn’t stir that beaker I had to sit there and continuously rotate it
in slow motion until the uhm liquid changed form and I had been twirling for
about an hour and it still hadn’t changed. And they were like you’re making great
progress and I’m looking at this bottle like it’s supposed to turn red and it’s like
baby pink right now and I’ve been swirling for an hour? I said no no no this is
not this is not going to do.
That experience with chemistry confirmed for Caylee that biochemical engineering was
not going to be her field. Ultimately, her father’s profession had the biggest influence on
Caylee’s decision in her choice of major.
Uhm, my dad is a computer technician so growing up he was always introducing
me to you know how he wired things or how he fixed things, stuff like that. And
it sparked my interest into technology and electricity and all that sort of stuff.
In addition to her father’s influence, Caylee enjoyed the computer classes she took in
high school and as a result decided to double major in electrical and computer
engineering.
The College Journey
Caylee decided to attend Mid-South University after her experience with GEE.
The freshman engineering advisor at Mid-South U recruited her by explaining that other
girls from GEE would also be attending Mid-South U, so she would not be alone. In
addition to her involvement with GEE and the push from the freshman advisor, Caylee
chose Mid-South U because someone she looked up to was a graduate of Mid-South U.
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My uncle Alvin, he’s not really my uncle. He’s a guy that goes to my church I’ve
known him my whole life and he’s a math tutor. And when at the church we had
tutoring on Tuesday nights because that’s when they had choir rehearsal for the
adults and the adults had to bring all their kids and the kids had to have something
to do. Make sense. So you know he taught me math that was above my grade.
And when I understood it, he made me a tutor. So I was like in 5th grade tutoring
7th graders, 6th graders, everybody. You know just doing tutoring and I really
enjoyed it. And when I told him I said I’ve heard about engineering but I don’t
know any engineers and he said what do you think I am. And I was like you’re
Uncle Alvin. And he told me he was an electrical engineer, who actually had
come through the program at Mid-South U. So because of him letting me know
that he was an engineer I had somebody to go to and say have you heard about
this professor. He’d go, yeah you need to know this, this, this, and this and I’m
like kill me now. He gave me somebody to, who I know has walked this path
already. So he was a big influence in me saying okay I guess I can do it because
he did it and if he did it I can do it.
Caylee holds her Uncle Alvin in high regards and values his opinion. Once she was
aware that he attended Mid-South U, her mind was made up that she would attend as
well.
During her time at Mid-South U, Caylee has had a few interesting experiences
when people find out she was pursuing engineering. When I asked her to describe those
experiences for me, she began with how people outside of engineering reacted to her.
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Outside it’s like when you tell somebody you know it’s always like what are you
going to school for? And I’m always like I’m going to school for electrical and
computer engineering GASP OH REALLY?! WOW YOU’RE GOING TO
MAKE SO MUCH MONEY or OH REALLY?! YOU MUST BE SO SMART!
And that’s really all you get out of these people or occasionally you get, what’s an
engineer? I get that and that’s when I’m like okay I’m glad you asked. As far as
other people I know that’s the reaction they’re going to give me and I’m like
thanks and keep it moving.
Caylee further explains that for her, engineering is not about the money because money is
not what is going to make her happy. Also, she is not impressed with people telling her
how smart she is because she knows that everyone who gets an engineering degree may
not be very smart and that there are very smart people who do not pursue engineering
degrees. For Caylee, she chose engineering because she is interested in the actual subject
matter.
In addition to outsider reactions, Caylee describes how other engineering students
react to her pursuing her engineering degree. She is convinced that when she walks into
the room, students are shocked because they do not expect an African American female
to pursue engineering. She goes further by detailing the different reactions she received.
But when you initially show up and they look at you they’re like, should we ask
her? Should we not ask her? It’s a different feeling because you’re not what
people are used to. They don’t expect you to come in with your pencil matching
your shirt. They don’t expect you. And people go well what made you become
an engineer or how’s it going or do you like this program or what’s it like being
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surrounded by all guys all day long you know? Some people don’t say anything,
some people you don’t know how they feel because they look at you and they act
like you’re no different from anybody else and you carry on. Some of them are
bold enough to ask you so you’re okay with this or you know how, are you
intimidated or anything you know you get questions from people and for me, I
admire the people who are bold enough to ask me in a respectful way. Because
how else are you going to learn, you know why sit there and pretend that I’m not
the only one in this class. I know I’m the only one, you see it; I see it, why are we
acting like there’s no elephant in the room?
Caylee is aware of the way she is perceived by others within her chosen field of study.
This becomes even more apparent as Caylee described two times when her experience
was not so pleasant. First, Caylee described a time she asked a fellow classmate for help.
We were doing imaginary numbers and every electrical person has to deal with
the imaginary numbers complex numbers all that stuff you know and that’s where
a lot of the other disciplines will say we don’t do that imaginary stuff, what we
can’t see we don’t fool with. But as an electrical, you have to be able to compute
things and do calculations with imaginary numbers. Okay, I was cool in high
school where we were adding them, subtracting them, multiplying them, cool, no
problem, I can do that by hand. When we have to start doing grafts and doing
matrixes and matrices and all that oh I hate matrices it got a little complicated
okay. And the idea was of course you can do this by hand it should take you at
minimum an hour, that’s what they taught us. But if you can do it with your
calculator, then you know it’s a 30 second process you keep moving. So I asked
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the guy next to me because I knew he knew how to do it I was watching him plug
and chug and do his thing. And I asked him can you show me how you do that.
And he looked at me and he laughed. He was like you got in here figure it out
yourself.
Caylee continues to tell me that he helped other students in the class, but refused to help
her. After that interaction, Caylee was determined to figure out how to use the calculator
on her own. Although a negative experience, it pushed her to once again show herself
she was “smart enough”. Second, Caylee described what happened during a lab meeting
when she forgot to silence her cell phone.
I think I left work and came to lab and I forgot to silence it. So somebody called
and Inspector Gadget plays and most of the people kind of laughed it off. And
one person said, aren’t you supposed to have a rap song on your phone? And, I
had to catch myself because the first thing I wanted to do was say some words or
you know (rolls neck) what do you mean am I supposed to have a rap song? You
know the neck roll, the eye roll, the hand roll, I’m wanted to pull my earrings off,
but I had to catch myself. And what made that situation better was somebody else
turned around, a white guy, and he said you need to stop being ignorant and he
told that person he said don’t be ignorant and don’t be racist. Just because she’s
black doesn’t mean she has to have a rap song on her phone. And the person kind
of sat there for a minute and was like well I didn’t mean it that way. And
everybody looked at him like yes you did, so just hush be quiet, sit over there in
the corner.
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Although another student came to her defense, Caylee was embarrassed. Being
stereotyped by her race made Caylee uncomfortable in that situation. However, she
continued to push through her academics and is now a graduating senior. Further, Caylee
discussed how men outside of the field reacted to her majoring in engineering.
I just had guys, who well you know they’ll go well what’s your major and you tell
them and you just notice a change in their demeanor. You know uhm, kind of like
to really use my favorite quote: and then the Grinch got a plan, a horrible, terrible,
grinchy like plan. And you’ll see that little grin and not to say that all of them do
that but I’ve had experiences with two who have been like MUAHAHAHAH and
they will start texting and trying to say or you’re so pretty or we should go out or
they’ll text you at like 12:30 am talking about you want to come watch a movie?
Caylee seems to be on high alert when it comes to romantic advances men make toward
her. She believes that these men are out to ruin her or to trap her so that when she does
complete her degree, she can take care of them. Caylee proudly proclaims that she has
avoided being taken in by these guys although she has seen other female engineering
students fall victim to their tactics.
But I have seen girls, and one in particular, she thought this guy really liked her
and we are all thinking who text you? Oh girl no not him, please not him, he’s
horrible. And she thought he really cared and he was really like intentionally
calling her on days she had exams the next day he was intentionally texting her
right before her test and things like that and getting her all sidetracked and now
her heart is broken and she’s even more sidetracked.
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Caylee tried to warn this young lady about a certain young man, but she failed to listen.
As a result, Caylee has watched this young lady get depressed and lose focus on her
studies. For Caylee, engineering is her number one priority and no man is going to stop
her from obtaining that goal.
One final unique aspect of Caylee’s story involves illness. Right before she was
supposed to enter college, Caylee experienced some illness. She never exactly told me
what the illness was or how long it lasted but, she told me it made her realize she should
attend school somewhere closer to home. That was a good choice for Caylee as she had
to deal with her illness once again in college. She experienced migraines so severe that
one day as she was walking across campus it left her blind. She passed out in the parking
lot, and even had memory problems. Through all of these things, Caylee stuck with
engineering and is now a graduating senior. Cayley provides the following reason as to
why she persevered with engineering.
Don’t make yourself think that you can’t do this. And that’s probably what
motivates me to stay in this program when I’m sick and tired and tired and sick
and ready to go. I realize that somebody has to go through this, somebody has to
set the standard somebody has to be the trailblazer because if I don’t do it, who’s
going to be the one who goes to the middle schools and speak about being an
engineer one day?
Analysis
Caylee’s final quote supports her attitude of perseverance in spite of the isolation
she has experienced while pursuing her engineering degree. When reflecting back on
Caylee’s story, intersectionality is a prominent factor at play during her degree pursuit.
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The intersectionality of Caylee’s race, gender, and sexuality influenced how various
people have reacted to her and how she has responded to various situations. For instance,
when focusing on how other engineering students respond to her majoring in engineering,
Caylee specifically states that there are times she is the “only one”. In this instance,
Caylee never specifically states what she means by being the “only one.” She could be
referring to race, or she could be referring to gender. However, based on another one of
Caylee’s comments “they don’t expect you to come in with your pencil matching your
shirt,” I believe she is specifically referring to being an African American female.
Caylee’s statements taken together in context really reveal her focusing on both race and
gender at different times in her experience.
Another instance of intersectionality appears in Caylee’s story when she discussed
her interaction with men outside of engineering in a romantic way. Although Caylee and
LaKiesha both experience issues that relate to the intersectionality of race, gender, and
sexuality, Caylee’s experience is different as her interactions occur specifically with men
outside of engineering. For Caylee, these men see an attractive, intelligent, African
American woman that will one day make enough money to possibly take care of them.
This suggests that class is another factor to consider in our web of intersectionality. The
men Caylee spoke about placed her in a different category based solely on her major,
knowing that one day, she will live a higher-socioeconomic lifestyle. According to
Caylee, these men would do anything to either be a part of that lifestyle or to hinder it.
As a result, she avoided them.
In addition, with black feminist theory, Caylee would be considered The Black
Lady in regards to how she interacts with men. Caylee is so focused on obtaining her
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engineering degree that she refuses to let a man stand in her way. She views these men
as distractions that either want what she is about have or want to deter her from
completing her goal. One thing is for sure, Caylee’s academic identity is so stable, that
she is not interested in even entertaining any of these men, thus, leading her to be
stereotypically viewed of The Black Lady.
Finally, according to Marcia, Caylee would be identity achieved in regards to her
academic identity. Before she decided on engineering as a major, Caylee explored
additional alternatives. Although all of Caylee’s alternatives included some form of math
or science, her level of consideration and exploration of other majors supports the idea
that she experienced crisis. Once Caylee decided on engineering, she continued to
explore alternatives within that field. She began with biochemical engineering, then
moved to electrical, and finally decided to drop the biochemical and double major in
electrical and computer engineering.
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Chapter 9
“Can I Do This? Can I Make a Difference? All Answers Thus Far are Yes”
Participant five is Shanice, a 24-year-old graduating senior majoring in
engineering technology. She has a medium brown complexion and is about 5’4”, 120
pounds. Her perfectly arched black eyebrows frame her medium brown almond shaped
eyes. Her face is slightly oval shaped with a square chin. She has brown hair that hangs
just above her shoulders. She is wearing a closed black jacket, blue jeans, white Nike air
sneakers and silver hoop earrings about the size of a silver dollar coin. She is not
wearing any additional jewelry and appears to wear no makeup.
Interview
When Shanice arrived for her interview, she was a few minutes late. As she
entered the room, she seemed to be a little timid and apologized for her tardiness by
informing me she had trouble locating the building. I assured her not to worry and
thanked her for participating in my study. We began chatting about classes and she asked
me exactly what I was looking for in this interview. I told her that I am interested in her
story as it relates to her educational experiences. She responded okay, which let me
know that my answer was acceptable. I gave her a consent form and instructed her to
read it in its entirety. While she was reading, I took notes about her appearance and our
initial interaction. When she finished reading, I reviewed the consent form with her and
asked her if she had any questions. She said no and I told her to print and sign her name
and date the form. I offered her a bottle of water and asked her if she needed to use the
restroom. She said no and we began the interview.
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Primary and Secondary Years
When I asked Shanice to provide me with information regarding her earliest
educational experiences, she provided me with a general overview of Kindergarten
through 12th grade. She reported learning multiple things throughout elementary, middle,
and high school and considered herself to be a fairly good student. She always tried her
best to attend school on time and not have many absences. She always attempted
homework, even if she did not fully understand what to do. As a result, Shanice was a Baverage student in elementary school. She credits her grades and commitment to school
with being a school person.
Uhm, well I guess I can say I’ve always been a school person. I loved to learn
things and in middle school it wasn’t like elementary school where you had one
teacher for every subject. In middle school you had 6 maybe 7 teachers and they
just sat down and taught you how to learn, you know how to go forward and just
taught you several different things.
Shanice became a better student in middle school in regards to her grades. She was an A
student and credits that with her middle school teachers actually teaching the material on
a deeper level. Finally, Shanice felt that high school was a more social time and that her
classes did not prepare her for college-level work.
Well, they really don’t tell you how to write papers in high school. So when you,
if you went to college, it was bad, it wasn’t a good transition. They were just, we
had to do a research paper and they didn’t give us a topic, they didn’t try to help
us break anything down they just said well we got to write at least a 12 page
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research paper, find you a topic and get to it. And they gave us how they wanted
each sequence to be, paragraph and everything and I was lost.
Shanice did not receive the amount of assistance she felt she needed in regards to
learning how to write papers in high school. Although she felt ill-prepared for collegelevel English, Shanice felt that her high school finance class taught her invaluable
information.
I took this class in high school my, I want to say my senior year, called Virtual
Enterprise. It was a business class and it taught us how to manage your money,
your checkbook, learned how not to overspend, learned how to save because you
never know when you might have a rainy day. And she taught us very well we
did a project about learning how to budget a lot of your money or whatever you
need to do to get further in life.
Although Shanice’s interview did not follow the same trend as the previous four
interviews, Shanice’s story revealed a lot about her as a person, not just in relation to
engineering. She informed me that she still uses the information she learned in her high
school finance class to maintain a budget. Also, the paper Shanice decided to write for
high school English focused on a song entitled, Imma do Me. Shanice focused on the
lyrics of this song for the content of her paper and adopted that song as an anthem for her
life. By providing me with this information, Shanice invited me into her world and
allowed me to document how she constructed her academic identity up until this point.
The Road to Engineering
Of all nine participants, Shanice is one of two that did not enter college with the
intent to major in engineering. However, Shanice’s major still fell within one of the
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STEM fields. She informed me that her first major was computer science, which was no
surprise as Shanice spoke about computers and technology throughout her entire
interview. In fact, in the general overview she provided regarding her elementary,
middle, and high school experiences, the first thing Shanice mentioned is learning
different types of computer software, such as the Microsoft Office Suite. However,
Shanice began to struggle with computer science and considered changing her major.
I was okay until my second, maybe third course and it got really hard. And I got
tired of it and I just wanted to give up but I didn’t.
Shanice knew that simply giving up was never an option for her. However, she had never
struggled this much with classwork prior to entering college. She turned to her parents
for advice on what she should do.
I talked to my family about it and they were like well change your major. And I
thought about it, and I looked around and that’s when I found engineering
technology.
Shanice did a little more than just look around. She actually had a friend who made the
switch from computer science to engineering technology first. Once he switched, he
informed of her of all the things engineering technology offered and Shanice was
interested. She decided to take the next step and meet with the engineering technology
advisor.
So I went over there and talked to the advisor and you know he pretty much made
up my mind day one when he told me so many exciting things about it. So then
and there I changed it.
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Shanice made it all sound so simple, but when I asked her what interested her in
engineering technology, she unpacked her statements by telling me what exactly
engineering technology entails.
Well, within my major, it’s six concentrations: you have automation robotics,
electronic communication, lean manufacturing, manufacturing by itself, you have
programming and web design. So he told me I could choose 2 or 3 concentrations
so I chose electronic communications which was basically learning how to build
circuits, learning how to troubleshoot what is the problem, finding out what’s
going on, learning how to build a power supply and amplifier. And then lean
manufacturing is like being a quality engineer.
Shanice is so excited about her major, that she described the different concentrations for
me. This was the turning point in the interview as Shanice began to open up much more
regarding her educational experiences with engineering technology. It is very apparent
that she is passionate about the field as she attempted to explain all six concentrations to
me. After she provided me with a general overview of each, she told me her family’s
reaction to her change of major.
Yeah I went back to both of my parents and told them what the advisor in
engineering technology basically told me different things about it and he broke it
down pretty much like I told you about. And they were like if that’s what you
want to do go ahead.
Even though Shanice had already decided to change her major before she left the
engineering technology advisor’s office, she still desired confirmation from her family

167

that she was making the right decision. Once her family gave their support, Shanice was
changed her major to engineering technology.
The College Journey
After Shanice changed her major from computer science to engineering
technology, she knew she made the right decision. However, she still struggled with
some of her classes and learned that although interesting, the field of engineering is
tough.
I would say it’s tough you know a lot of the labs you have to program and yeah
you can just say it’s tough. You can say you need to spend more time on it but
when you have different classes. It’s hard to spend more time on one particular
thing.
For Shanice, devoting more time to her class work is not an option as she is currently
registered for 18 credit hours in hopes of graduating this semester. This is a challenge for
Shanice, but she credits good professors with helping her navigate her 18 hours.
He’s just there for the students. He shows you how to break things down. Uhm,
if you don’t understand it you can come to his office, email him, and on
weekends, he’ll come up here and help a group of people if you need it just to get
your homework done or whatever you need.
The level of help provided by this one professor was invaluable to Shanice as she pushes
through to graduation. In addition to support from professors, having the opportunity to
go on plant tours made engineering technology real to Shanice. Being able to observe the
day to day operations of an engineering technologist helped her be able to see what she
has learned in the classroom in action.
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When I asked Shanice about any bad experiences she has had while pursuing her
degree in engineering, she only spoke about the difficulty of her classwork. In most of
her engineering classes, Shanice’s professors encouraged students to work together.
However, one professor did not want students to work together on his assignments. In
fact, he provided students with limited guidance and did not go above and beyond what
was required to assist students with the coursework.
I guess this professor thought that since you are here you kind of know what you
are doing. You know he kind of helped you a little bit but then kind of didn’t you
know he wanted you to figure it out on your own. It was kind of you know it was
kind of a concentration course as well.
Although Shanice categorizes this as a bad experience, she does not seem to be
negatively affected by the lack of assistance provided by the professor. She views his
lack of help as a rite of passage when she states that the professor expects them to be able
to figure out the work on their own. Shanice believes this professor would not expect
students to work on their own if they were not capable of completing the work. Being
able to complete the assignments on their own shows that the engineering students have
obtained a satisfactory level of knowledge to enter into the field. As a result of this line
of thinking, Shanice believes she is becoming an engineer. When I asked her about the
first time she realized she was becoming an engineer, Shanice specifically tells me about
the first time she built a power supply.
I realized I was becoming an engineer after I built that 5-volt power supply. I
uhm, we had to buy the kits and with the kit you know you have to drill the holes
for your fuse and the power cord. We had to build the circuit board first and
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make sure we could see 5 volts coming in and coming out. So, we used uhm like
a LED transistor, like a 20k resister and just put it together and tested it to make
sure it was 5 volts through the digital multi-meter.
Once again, Shanice focused her response on an engineering-related process when
responding to my question. This provides another example of Shanice’s level of interest
in the field and how she chooses to focus on the field instead of focusing on social
situations she has experienced within the field. However, Shanice is very aware of her
social status within the field of engineering and demonstrated that awareness with the
following quote.
In my SPC class I’m the only minority. In my PLC class I’m pretty much the
only female in my senior design class I am, I will be the only female graduating
this semester from that department. Uhm pretty much in all my classes I’m pretty
much the only female and at first it kind of bothered me. They were kind of
looking at me like you know, what is she doing over here or something like that.
But you know, if you know what you’re doing and they see you know what
you’re doing and the professors say, not just the professors but the other students
say wow she knows what she’s doing. In SQC, I love that class and a lot of
people come to me like can you help me, you know how to do this. You know
it’s just they always see me in the computer lab studying and I really don’t go
around there playing, laughing, joking and stuff, school is serious. SO I don’t
take that for granted. In the class I’m in now, I’m the only African American and
at first it was like wow I’m the only African American female in here but you
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know work is work and I have to do my work. Just ignore everything else and go
from there.
Shanice is aware of her position in regards to being an engineering student; however, she
does not let it affect her work as she believes someone must remain in the field in order
for change to happen.
Sometimes I look around and be like wow okay I’m in here and uhm, can I do
this? Uhm I think about it really, can I do this, can I make a difference all my
answers thus far been yes.
Analysis
Through Shanice’s story, there is acknowledgement of a level of activism as she
pursues her degree in engineering technology. Shanice seemed a little unsure when she
realizes she is mostly the only African American female in her area; however, she
persists in hopes of obtaining her degree and to change the face of the field. This
highlights the core theme of Rethinking Black Women’s Activism within black feminist
theory. Shanice struggled in some classes, but through her struggle, she is aware that if
change is to happen it must start with her enduring this struggle and continue through her
obtaining the final goal of becoming an engineer. The theme of Rethinking Black
Women’s Activism acknowledges that when African American women survive
oppression, they demonstrate resistance and activism. Activism occurs during periods of
struggle and as a result of that struggle, African American women attempt to make
changes to the dominant discourse. For Shanice, becoming an engineer will allow her to
show other African American females that it can be done. Further, Shanice mentions
continuing her education in hopes of becoming a college professor later in life. She
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understands the need for more African American women in the field as not only
practitioners, but as educators in order to affect institutional change.
In regards to constructing her academic identity, Shanice displayed multiple
academic identity statuses at different points throughout her narrative. First, she began
by detailing her interest in computers and software, which developed during elementary
school. This interest remained with Shanice throughout her academic pursuit and when it
was time to choose a major for college, she picked computer science. Shanice never
mentions considering any other majors or interests in regards to her occupational choice
prior to coming to college. Initially, Shanice demonstrated the academic identity status
of identity foreclosure as she was committed to an identity without researching any other
options. According to Marcia and Friedman (1970), women who are identity foreclosed
tend to handle stress poorly. This was demonstrated in Shanice’s narrative when she
spoke about struggling with computer science. When Shanice got to a point where the
coursework became too much for her, she was unsure what to do because she had not
explored any additional alternatives. This is further supported by her reaching out to
family for advice. Additionally, Shanice did not change her major until after she received
confirmation from her family that it was okay for her to do so. This aligns with Marcia
and Friedman’s (1970) assessment of identity foreclosed individuals’ dependency upon
their parents’ beliefs.
After Shanice received the initial confirmation from her parents that she should
consider changing her major, she began to explore other options. A friend, and fellow
classmate, told her about engineering technology and that intrigued Shanice’s interest in
computer programming and software. She made the decision to meet with the
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engineering technology advisor in order to obtain more information about the field. In
this instance, Shanice has abandoned her commitment to computer science and is
exploring alternatives, which places her in the identity moratorium status at this stage in
her narrative. Marcia and Friedman (1970) acknowledged that identity moratorium
individuals experience high levels of stress as they require a certain level of guidance
before making a commitment. Shanice sought guidance from her family, friend, and the
engineering technology advisor before she officially changed her major. After receiving
guidance from the above mentioned entities and confirmation from her family that it was
okay for her to change her major, Shanice switched from computer science to engineering
technology. Once Shanice made her switch, she became identity achieved as she had
experienced crisis and made a commitment to an identity.
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Chapter 10
“I Wouldn’t Have Done Anything Differently Because I Found Myself”
My sixth participant is Joyce who is a 24-year-old senior civil engineering major.
She has a light brown complexion and light brown/blondish short curls that sits atop her
head. She is about 5’2” and appears to be around 115 pounds. Joyce is wearing a black
sweatshirt with a pocket on the front, grey sweat pants that stopped just above her knee,
and black sneakers. She has a silver necklace around her neck and small silver earrings
in each ear. She is also wearing a plain silver ring on her right ring finger. She does not
appear to be wearing any makeup. Her dark brown eyebrows frame her almond shaped
eyes, round face, and prominent cheekbones.
Interview
I sent Joyce a text 10 minutes prior to her interview to let her know I had arrived
at our agreed upon interview location. She responded back within a few minutes
confirming that she was on her way. When Joyce arrived, she shook my hand, introduced
herself, and offered a friendly smile. We chatted for a while about classes and what plans
she had for her weekend. She informed me that she had some other things to do once she
left here and was hoping that we could complete the interview today. I told her we would
certainly try but that if we need to schedule a second interview that I could make those
arrangements. She said okay and seemed to be more at ease after that was established. I
gave her the consent form and she read it while I took notes about her appearance and our
initial interaction. When she was finished, I asked her if she had any questions. She said
no, and before I could tell her to complete the back of the form with her printed name,
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signature, and date, she had already done so. I collected her signed consent form and we
began our interview by discussing her earliest educational experiences.
Primary and Secondary Years
For Joyce, her earliest educational memories began before school for two reasons:
one her mother was a teacher and two, her older brother began school two years before
she did. Joyce’s mother was a high school English teacher and prepped her and her
brother at home to prepare them for elementary and middle school. Joyce and her brother
have a friendly, competitive relationship and her brother would always return home from
school bragging about what he learned that day.
So, he would come home and say things like did you know and I’d be like no I
don’t know because I’m two years younger than you but I’m going to find out.
This friendly, competition between siblings encouraged Joyce and her brother to become
lifelong learners and pursue their education. However, Joyce felt that she did not have to
put forth much effort in elementary, middle, and high school to obtain the grades she
wanted.
My grades were always really good throughout elementary and middle school
and really through high school too. In high school, I just got kind of lazy. You
know in elementary school and middle school, I didn’t have to try because I was
always ahead of the curve because of my mom and what we were learning and
what she exposed us to. And I just kind of felt like everything up until the
beginning of high school was kind of like a cake walk. So I got to high school
and it kind of still was but as I was approaching senior year, it got a lot more
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challenging and I was just lazy you know? I mean I passed everything I didn’t
fail or anything, you know low C or something.
This spirit of laziness followed Joyce from elementary school through college as she
never felt the need to study because her mother provided her with a solid academic
foundation. However, when Joyce decided to major in engineering, she realized that she
needed to shake that laziness, which proved to be a difficult thing to do.
The Road to Engineering
In high school, Joyce decided she was going to major in engineering because she
always loved to draw. She followed a logical way of thinking when describing why she
chose architecture as a major over art.
I just always liked to draw and art and painting and I kind of wanted to do
something that, I’m not going to lie, that made money. So I didn’t just want to go
to school for art because I did art all throughout high school and I knew art was
something you didn’t have to learn. You know you have art history, you have
techniques you’d learn in art but to me, I’m a very logical thinker. So, you know
if it doesn’t make sense in the long run I’m like it’s wasting my time.
Joyce already knew how to draw and was already an artist prior to deciding on a major.
In her mind, college was a time to obtain a degree in something that could intrigue her
logical side. In an effort to do this and still utilize her artistic skills, Joyce decided to
pursue architecture before she entered college.
Joyce applied to two other schools before she even considered applying to MidSouth U. The first university she applied to was the same school her brother was
currently attending. Although she was accepted to the university, she was placed on the
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waiting list for the architecture program. Joyce did not want to wait; she wanted to go to
college right away to pursue her degree. So she applied to another university, which was
out of state. She was immediately accepted, but the cost presented a huge problem for
Joyce as her mother was experiencing some financial difficulty. She was disappointed,
but had to turn down the acceptance from her second choice. Finally, Joyce decided to
apply to Mid-South University as the fall semester was vastly approaching and was
accepted. The problem at Mid-South U was that the architectural degree offered was not
the one Joyce wanted to pursue.
When she arrived at Mid-South U for orientation, Joyce was undecided until
someone mentioned engineering.
So, somebody told me about engineering and I literally didn’t know about
engineering until I came to freshman orientation and everyone was like choose
something you want to go into or whatever. And, uhm, I came over to the college
and I met with the freshman advisor she was amazing.
This is the same freshman advisor mentioned by other participants as being very helpful
during their engineering pursuit at Mid-South U. Joyce’s interaction with this advisor
was a positive one as the advisor broke down the program to her. When Joyce found out
engineering was a combination of math and science, she was sold on the field of
engineering.
I always loved math ever since I was in elementary school. Math is concrete to
me, it never changes you know two plus two is always going to be four. Math is
very, there is a method to everything. It’s a way to deduce everything and to get
from A to B in clear steps. And with other subjects, you know, it was so abstract
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to me and my mind doesn’t like abstract, which is funny because I paint and I like
abstract painting. But when it comes to logical situations, I just hate abstract, it’s
too much for me to wrap my mind around and so I loved math because it was very
concrete for me. And I always liked science because my brother loved science
and he always brought a level of science to things for me.
For Joyce, engineering was the next best major for her after she realized architecture was
no longer an option for her.
Joyce began as a mechanical engineering major because she was really interested
in cars and automotive engineering. She enjoyed taking things apart to see how they
worked and after learning about mechanical engineering, thought this would be the best
engineering concentration for her.
So I entered into the program and you know it was very interesting. The freshman
engineering class it was just what I expected it to be on the education end of it as
far as it was very nerdy very method method method method; this is what we are
going to do, this is the test, these are my points, very laid out. You know and that
eased my mind because that’s what I’m all about.
Although Joyce felt at ease regarding the setup of the course, she was still in a mode of
laziness when it came to her schoolwork. Joyce never took notes because she never had
to take notes in elementary, middle, or high school. She thought she would be able to
listen to the lectures, absorb the information, and perform on the assignments.
Unfortunately, this strategy did not work for Joyce and she ended up failing the second
half of her freshman mechanical engineering course. Because she failed the second half
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of the course, she failed the entire course for the year. This was the first F Joyce ever
received and she was not happy about it.
I was upset because I knew that I’m better than an F, you know I knew that
information. Maybe I didn’t know it to the point of you testing me and I aced it
but I’m no dummy I didn’t fail it. It’s not like I was completely oblivious.
In addition to her failure, Joyce realized that mechanical engineering did not involve
enough hands-on activities for her, nor did the people interact enough for her. Joyce
considered herself to be a verbal person because her mother is a verbal person. For her,
sitting in a room with no real interaction with her fellow classmates did not work. As a
result, Joyce switched to civil engineering at the end of her freshman year and knew that
she made the right choice because civil was more hands-on and the people were more
verbal and more laid back.
The College Journey
Joyce has been pursuing her engineering degree since fall 2008 and is currently
within three semesters of graduating. She experienced periods of isolation and struggle
during her time as a mechanical engineering major. However, once she changed her
major to civil engineering, Joyce experienced more instances of encouragement and help
from her fellow African American civil engineering students.
Most of the people I actually do know, they’re all black and most of them are uhm
transfers so they weren’t there when I was a freshman. So, they transferred into
the program later on and it was like you know hey man you know what’s going
on? Nah. We need to get this you know? And that’s how it kind of started off and
when I did that, I was more successful because people wanted to study and I
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related to these people and they wanted to help me and I wanted to help them.
We wanted to help each other.
This support has been extremely helpful for Joyce and helped her to get involved with the
local chapter of the National Society of Black Engineers (NSBE). When she first joined
NSBE, she thought it was a great support system for African American students pursuing
engineering. However, when the president graduated, NSBE deteriorated and each time
an attempt was made to revive the organization, it was unsuccessful. This was
disappointing for Joyce as she believes that organizations like NSBE are necessary for
African Americans pursuing their degree in engineering.
Although she had this new level of support, Joyce continued to experience issues
of struggle after she changed her major. She was trying to shake her laziness, but it was
difficult because that is what she had become accustomed to during her studies. Joyce
credits one particular class that helped her to turn her story around.
Last year I took a class called thermodynamics, it was a mechanical class that I
had to take. Uhm I didn’t know anything about thermo besides people told me it
was hard as hell you know? And I walked into that class knowing that okay
[Joyce] you’re going to have to pull it together. I realized I needed to strap up my
boots and I needed to pull it together. So I was trying to be there with it. I was
trying to pay attention and be in there with the class and he was teaching, but it
was from a perspective I had not ever learned from before. He taught from the
perspective of a philosopher and that made all the sense in the world to me.
This contradicts Joyce’s earlier statements regarding her being a logical person and
preferring more concrete topics as opposed to abstract ones. In her thermodynamics
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class, Joyce was fascinated with the material and the way the professor presented it.
However, she still failed it the first time and had to retake it. When she retook the course,
she applied the information in an abstract way, which led her to understand it and
successfully pass the course. Since her experience with thermodynamics, Joyce has been
doing better in regards to her grades in her engineering courses because she has embraced
her abstract side and her logical side and now understands that they both can co-exist.
This is not the only self-reflective experience Joyce has had during her
engineering degree pursuits. Joyce revealed to me that engineering is not her passion and
although she was granted an incredible internship opportunity, she is not happy. When I
ask her what makes her happy, she replies immediately and emphatically with one simple
answer.
Art, design, free thinking, free minded, just completely going with the flow and
expressing yourself, art, I really just want to do art, all day, all night. I do it in my
free time now and it’s kind of hindered me a little bit because in this past like year
and a half, I’ve realized what I really want to do.
Joyce has spent the past six years pursuing a degree in a field that does not make her
happy. However, she insists on completing her engineering degree.
I hate going to class because I’m sitting there and I’m taking time to learn this
information when it’s not something I want to do. I wish I could be waking up
and just go with what I want to go with and just paint on my canvas and express
what I want to express you know? So I was resenting it, I was mad at it, I didn’t
want to go to school. I didn’t want to retain this information. I didn’t want to
socialize with people because this isn’t something I’m trying to do. You know at
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that point it was this is something I set out to do and I’m going to finish it. It was
never a point of changing my major. It was never a point of dropping out of
school. I would’ve never done it and I still would never do it because graduating
college with a bachelor’s degree is my goal and that’s something I’m going to
accomplish. Getting it in engineering is something I started and want to finish.
Joyce asserts that she would never change her major even though she has struggled
throughout her coursework. In addition to this, she informed me that she has been openly
gay for the past year and that her journey through engineering has been essential to her
self-concept.
I found myself a lot. I completely did. I realized that when I was talking earlier
but I didn’t want to make this interpersonal more rational you know. But that’s
the way I made it. You know that was my journey. That was my journey to it.
But I wouldn’t have done anything differently because it made me find myself.
Analysis
Joyce’s narrative is filled with various aspects of her identity development that
can be viewed through the lens of black feminist theory. Throughout her academic
pursuit, Joyce struggled with what she wanted to do and what was expected of her. In
fact, Joyce’s entire journey highlights the core theme of The Power of Self-Definition
found within black feminist thought. This theme is important because it takes African
American women from a place of victimization and moves them to a place of
independence and personal empowerment. Joyce had to come to the realization on her
own that it was okay for her to be an artist and that no one would think less of her for
choosing a field that made her happy. Further, Joyce had to realize that logical thinking
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and abstract thinking are not independent of each other but can inform each other to
provide a complete view of a topic, subject, or thought. Finally, through this journey
toward her engineering degree, which actually is a journey of self-discovery for Joyce,
she embraced her sexuality and informed me that she had been openly gay for the past
year. This was important for Joyce because the acknowledgment of her sexuality helped
her to really define herself as a person and as a woman. This issue now becomes the
negative, stereotypical views associated with identifying as gay. BFT accounts for the
Joyce’s acknowledgment of her sexuality exposes how intersectionality can be used as a
lens to frame identity development for African American females. This highlights the
core theme of The Sexual Politics of Black Womanhood, which acknowledges that
heterosexuality can also serve as a form of oppression. When Joyce came out, she
embraced a part of her identity that was previously suppressed for reasons she did not
reveal in her interview. However, placing a black feminist lens over Joyce’s experience
may reveal why she only recently came out. The Combahee River Collective (1977)
issued a statement regarding their position within black feminist theory. According to
this group of black feminist lesbians, sexuality is as prevalent in the lives of African
American women as race and gender (Combahee River Collective, 1977). This is
apparent in Joyce’s interview as she felt it necessary to inform me that she came out
about a year ago. This is an example of Joyce embracing her overall identity as a person.
In addition to constructing her overall identity as a person, Joyce’s academic
journey reveals that she experienced two academic identity statuses. Initially, Joyce
wanted to be an architect based on her interest in art and desire to pursue a field where
she made a lot of money. She did not explore any other areas, but committed to
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architecture during high school. At this point, Joyce’s academic identity status was
identity foreclosed. When she decided to attend Mid-South U and saw that they did not
offer the area of architecture she desired, she had to pursue other options. At this point,
she explored engineering and the different branches during her meeting with the
engineering advisor. Although she initially decided on mechanical engineering, Joyce
switched to civil engineering at the end of her freshman year. At this point, Joyce’s
academic identity status was identity achieved because she made a commitment to a
specific branch of engineering after choosing between different alternatives.
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Chapter 11
“You Want Me to Give You an A+, But He Gives You a B- and He’s Fine?”
Charlene is a 23-year-old graduating senior in civil engineering. She is about
5’7” 120 pounds. with a light brown complexion and short jet black hair. She wore a
grey sweatshirt with a pocket in the front, dark blue jeans, and grey Nike sneakers. She
was not wearing any makeup or jewelry. She has a slim, oval shaped face framed by
thin, black eyebrows.
Interview
A few minutes prior to her interview, Charlene called me to find the location of
the room where we were meeting. I asked her where she was coming from and provided
her with directions based on her location. Once she arrived, she introduced herself and
apologized for running a few minutes late. I assured her it was no problem and told her
she could have a seat. Instead, she asked me if she could go ahead and use the restroom,
I said of course and pointed her in the right direction. While she was gone, I gathered all
of my materials to prepare for the interview. When Charlene returned, she sat down and
apologized again but this time for having to reschedule her first interview. Initially, I was
supposed to interview Charlene a week ago. However, bad weather trapped her out of
town with limited access to email. I assured her it was not a problem and that I was just
glad she was willing to reschedule her interview. We chatted a little more and I asked her
about classes and midterms. After building a rapport, I instructed Charlene to read the
consent form while I took notes about her appearance and our initial interactions. Once
she finished reading, I reviewed the form with her in detail, asked he if she had any
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questions (she did not), and instructed her to print and sign her name and date the form. I
offered her a bottle of water and we began our interview.
Primary and Secondary Years
When I asked Charlene about her earliest educational experiences, she began
talking about elementary school. She described her elementary school experience as cool
and then told me that second grade was the earliest she can really remember because that
was the first time she made straight A’s all year. She then remembers fifth grade because
that was the point she was getting ready to enter middle school and she was still
performing well academically. Middle school seemed to be a more significant time for
Charlene than elementary school as this is when she began to provide more details
surrounding her educational experiences.
In fifth grade, I started getting into sports and, I was telling somebody today that,
in middle school I actually used to play three sports: basketball, track and field,
and soccer. So I guess school was kind of fun for me because I had to keep my
grades up to be able to do all that. I don’t know. I was always motivated to be a
good student because my grandparents, well my grandmother graduated from
college, her daughter, my auntie, did the same thing. So growing up with them
and looking up to them, I had the same motivation to keep going and you know I
can’t just be out here not doing anything. You know my grandmamma would not
have that.
It is apparent from this story that sports and family motivated Charlene to perform well in
school. This type of motivation continued as she entered high school, although she only
continued to play one sport.
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In high school, Charlene continued to play basketball and hoped that she would
receive a basketball scholarship to attend college. As a result of her participation in
sports, Charlene maintained an A/B average. She even recalled her parents providing her
with positive reinforcement in addition to keep her grades up.
So I’ve always been an A/B student and I got paid for my grades. It was like hey
you got an A here you can have twenty five bucks or you get a B I’ll give you $20
bucks. You know so my family always, I guess, gave me incentives to keep my
grades up. Yeah especially once I started counting money, I think I started
counting money before I started reading to be honest because they had me
working doing everything to earn whatever dollar I could and really just teaching
me work ethic so yeah.
Although Charlene was quite motivated with basketball, her parents paying her for grades
encouraged her work ethic. As a result, she considers herself to be a hard worker who
has always enjoyed school.
High school was also the time Charlene began to understand her interests, likes,
and dislikes. If she was not interested in a class, she would not pay attention, but if she
genuinely enjoyed a class, she gave it all of her attention and put forth extra effort. She
provided me with an example in high school where she realized she did not like the
teacher.
And I learned that about myself when I was taking an extra class. It was like an
advanced class and we were doing extra stuff and I didn’t like the teacher in the
class. It was like I would always go to class and be like okay I love math, I love
to do this extra stuff, it makes me feel special, but why am I not you know getting
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all this done? Well it’s really because I don’t like the teacher. I go in here and I
go to sleep and I don’t want to pay attention and, you know, I kind of figured that
out about myself and I just kind of went with it. You know it’s not for a grade;
I’m just going to sleep through this class I don’t care.
When Charlene did not like something that did not have a direct consequences attached,
she did not put forth her best effort. However, Charlene would still perform well in the
class, despite the fact that she would go to sleep. Her friends would tell her how much
they envied her because she could attend class, go to sleep, wake up, take the test and still
outperform them. Charlene even joked about her testing ability liking it to osmosis.
School was never an issue for Charlene. It was her family life that began to give her
problems during her high school years.
I guess I was going through a lot as far as personal choices and I guess finding
myself, what I wanted to be, how I was comfortable, stuff like that. And by my
senior year I had actually came out okay and I guess I had actually started to feel
more comfortable with myself. Uhm, it was kind of difficult at home because my
mom wasn’t too happy about it but she warmed up to it.
When Charlene revealed to her mother that she was gay, things became more challenging
for her at home. She had previously experienced some difficulty prior to her parents
divorce, but when she came out, her mother, grandmother, and aunt all had issues with
her sexuality. Eventually, her family members got over the initial shock of her coming
out and Charlene’s life seemed to go back to normal--until her father found out. In fact,
Charlene told me that her father’s finding out she was gay changed her future.
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My senior year, I was supposed to be moving in with my dad to play basketball
because he lived in a bigger city and it’s a lot more opportunities. It would have
really helped me get my name out there. But then the whole sexuality thing came
out and it was just. It kind of really veered everything into a different direction.
It was kind of weird, like if I wouldn’t have come out even at that point where I
would be now? And you know or even if I wouldn’t have been like this at all
where I would be now. I really don’t feel like I would be in engineering here.
Charlene chose not to go into detail about why she did not move with her father.
However, she mentioned that her relationship with her family changed after she revealed
her sexual orientation. Charlene never mentions salvaging her relationship with her
father, but continues to discuss how the relationships with her mother, grandmother, and
aunt have rebounded.
The Road to Engineering
As you can see, Charlene decided on engineering before she graduated from high
school. When I asked her about the first time she decided to become an engineer, she
told me about her interests in math and how she liked putting things together. She even
told me about how she took a career test to help her decide her major.
What made me kind of choose engineering was, I started doing research because I
knew I liked math and I knew I liked to put things together cause I used to build
like the little model cars and put puzzles together. So I wanted to find something
where I was creating something and it still had math involved and I think I wound
up taking an aptitude test or something and engineering ended up being on there.
I was like hey that would be really cool if I could be an engineer because it had all
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this other stuff on there and I was like I don’t want to do any of that. And then
when I saw engineer, I looked that up and I started looking up the different
concentrations and stuff and I was like that seems like it would be cool. And at
the time, my mom’s boyfriend was a retired mechanical engineer so I started
asking him questions like what did you do and did you like your job and all of
that stuff. And he was like I think you’d really be good in that. So that was
probably more so my motivation because he had probably been in my life about a
year or two so I had kind of started looking up to him and stuff and I was like that
would be really really cool and so he started encouraging me to do that.
In addition to her interest in math and in building things, Charlene was encouraged to
pursue engineering by someone with whom she had built a relationship and who was a
retired engineer. That mentoring relationship was important for her as she was
attempting to gather more information on the field of engineering. After exploring the
different engineering concentrations, Charlene nitially decided to major in mechanical
engineering. However, when she arrived at Mid-South U, she took a course in civil
engineering as part of her degree requirement. After that one course, Charlene realized
that she enjoyed civil more and seemed to understand it better. As a result, Charlene
switched from mechanical to civil engineering at the end of her freshman year.
The College Journey
As a graduating senior, Charlene has had some interesting experiences while
majoring in civil engineering at Mid-South University. First, she told me that people
were pretty amazed when she informed them that she was majoring in engineering.
However, she does not feel that she is accomplishing anything special.
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You know, I guess, sometimes I feel weird myself saying it to somebody else. Oh
what did you go to school for? Oh civil engineering and sometimes people are
kind of like, taken aback by it or they just kind of look at me and it’s like oh dang
you really did something. And to me it’s just like well all I really did was go to
school and I paid attention, and I put my head down. I don’t really feel like I did
anything special but I don’t know I guess I get that confirmation that I really did a
good job just from you know telling somebody else that I did that and I don’t
know it’s still kind of weird to me.
Charlene feels that she did what she was supposed to do and does not understand all the
awe surrounding her pursuit of an engineering degree. She truly feels that pursuing
engineering is nothing special and that anyone who has an interest in the field and who is
focused can do the same.
Although Charlene loves her major, she is disappointed in Mid-South University.
In fact, she says that she will always be proud of Mid-South U, but that she would
caution students of color against attending.
As far as recommending someone else to come, I wouldn’t discourage them if it’s
something they really wanted to do. But if they had options and they were
leaning towards something else, I’d probably push them towards something else,
another school. And more so black students, but more so black females because it
seems like the culture, especially in that building, I don’t know about any of the
other hallways, but especially on the first floor of that building it’s really about
sucking up, who you know, and the ideal student. And the ideal student is
someone who isn’t working, their sole focus is going to school and they have the
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time you know they don’t really have a lot of other life issues going on. And it
typically tends to be the white students who don’t have to worry about stuff like
that. A lot of the black students there, we have to have jobs, may have kids
already or you know whatever, or taking care of parents you know, whatever else
there is that you have to do and they don’t really pay attention to that.
Charlene continues to personalize that experience by discussing her own experience
working for a delivery company and attending school simultaneously.
I worked for a delivery company for 3 semesters. And I had to be to work at 4
o’clock in the morning. So, I was waking up at 3, had to be there by 4, I’d work
until 7 in the morning and then have class at 8 o’clock. And you know for me, or
for this black girl that works at another delivery company beside me, that’s
typical. But, you know for another person in that class they’re like Oh My God
that’s too much I wouldn’t be able to do that. But we’re here doing it but we still
don’t get any extra, I guess what you would call sympathy just because you know
we are working extra hard to turn in the same amount of work that you’re doing
but the only thing that you have to worry about is going home, eating dinner, and
doing your homework. You know and it’s not even just to pass judgment, you
know, if they are able to do that because I would love to be able to do that.
Charlene’s experience is not unique to other African American female engineering
students and she acknowledges that. She even admits that she would prefer to have an
easier life by not having to work and go to school simultaneously. However, for
Charlene, and other African American female students, that is impossible.
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Last summer Charlene was fortunate enough to have an internship with the
railroads. This provided her with the opportunity to see first-hand what happens in the
field. For Charlene, this experience mirrored her academic surroundings.
I guess you can still feel the white, male dominated feeling that you get if you
were actually working in the field because I had my first experience actually
working with a company this past summer. And you know it wasn’t too bad, but
I did feel weird because I was the only black female engineer in there. So it was
just like okay. And then, on top of that, it’s like the other females that are there it
was probably three of us. And it was one woman who had been working there
and then another intern with me. So it was just like a feeling that you get when
you’re there and you don’t feel like you have anybody to relate to. I don’t know.
It’s been really rough.
Charlene goes further and continues to describe her tough experiences as an engineering
student at Mid-South U, the worst having taken place during the previous fall semester.
According the Charlene, that was the semester she was supposed to graduate, but things
took a different turn.
I was supposed to graduate this past fall, but, I passed all my classes but my
senior design class. But it was a group project and I was the only person in my
group that didn’t pass. So it was this big ordeal because my professor didn’t tell
me, my dean didn’t tell me and I forgot to complete my course evaluation. So I’m
still sitting here waiting on my grades and when they finally come out and this is
like a week after graduation I find out I have a D and I have to retake it and I
technically haven’t graduated yet. Nobody on that hall let me know that I was
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going to have to retake this class. So I’m at work and I call and I’m like is this
right? I’m at my internship that I had that summer, they had offered me a job I
had told them I was going to take the job, and it was in Chicago. So I’m like is
this right? He’s like yeah and I’m like well what’s wrong and he starts breaking it
down to me and I’m like okay but you’re asking me for parts that wasn’t a part of
my assignment. If this is a group project you know you are supposed to be asking
him for this stuff because this is under his concentration because like I said before
even in civil engineering you can break them down into different areas. So I had
the transportation area, there’s a geo-technical part that deals with dirt and things
like that. The information that he was asking for was actually supposed to come
from him. And because I didn’t get this information from him, I didn’t provide
all the information that he was looking for. And I was like well since you didn’t
ask him for that I’m assuming that I didn’t have to have the information. He was
like well no you needed that information and I was like but you never pressed him
about having this so how was I supposed to know that I was supposed to have
that? And he was like well, he pretty much said it was my fault. Like you were
supposed to know that and if you didn’t get that information you should have told
me before. And on top of that the whole paper, the biggest paper like 35% of our
grade was only worth 24points and then when he turned around you have this
grading rubric that’s supposed to be graded as a group. You have four sections
that are a group grade, he did not include them. So the only sections that actually
got graded were the individual sections. So by the end of this whole class it
ended up going from a group graded project to be an individually based on what
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you completed. And it was like you weren’t supposed to change that and I went
to his office and I argued him down and by the end of it, it seemed like he
understood what I was saying, but because he didn’t want to have to go back and
say hey I made a mistake or something like that he was like well I can’t change it
now.
As Charlene was telling this story, I could feel my own emotions turning inside of me.
The only thing I could think of was here is a student who was wronged by a professor and
did not know the process of how to get it handled. Charlene then informed me that the
freshman engineering advisor of whom all the students spoke so highly, informed her that
she could go for a grade appeal. However, when she asked her if the grade appeal
process was going to be a waste of time, the engineering advisor told her yes and advised
her to retake the class. Charlene was embarrassed asshe was supposed to be done with
her degree and working for the railroad company. So, she quit her internship and told
them she could not take the job because of personal reasons. The company informed her
that if she wanted to work for them in the future, they had a place for her on their team.
Analysis
Charlene’s story elicited an emotional response from me as I lived it and as I
transcribed the interview. In my opinion, Charlene was cheated multiple times and both
seem to be related to the intersectionality of her race and gender. The first time Charlene
was cheated was when her father denied her the opportunity to come live with him after
she came out as gay. This experience is highlighted by the intersectionality of Charlene’s
race, gender, and sexuality as heterosexuality serves as a form of oppression for African
American females who identify with one of the LGBTQ categories. In fact,
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heterosexuality oppresses all African American females in American society because
African American females are either viewed as hypersexual or their sexuality tends to be
ignored. In Charlene’s case, she was discriminated by her father based on her sexuality.
After she sharedthat story with me, Charlene did not mention her father again for the
remainder of the interview.
Second, the intersectionality of Charlene’s race and gender played a factor in her
failing her senior design class. The fact that the professor was unwilling to change her
grade implies that he was determined to impede her graduation. If Charlene did the same
amount of work as her group mates (all of different races) and she was the only one to
fail, one explanation can be the intersectionality of her race and gender. It is not my
intention to label anyone sexist or racist although, Charlene hints at the level of sexism
and racism she experiences within her building as she attempts to obtain her degree.
According to Charlene, there is a certain culture within the college of engineering that
privileges the “ideal student” over others. Further, she admits that the typical ideal
student tends to be European American with no other responsibilities other than school.
This certain culture Charlene speaks of was not only present in her senior design class,
but was also present in a different class. Charlene discusses one of the ideal students who
is a non-traditional student, but who happens to be a European American male. When
this student turns in his resume and it is reviewed with the entire class, Charlene knows
that if she would have turned in similar work it would have been unacceptable. She
demonstrates this by saying, “You want me to be you know just pretty much A+, whereas
he gives you a B- and he’s fine. You know because he’s a middle aged white male and
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whatever else.” This suggests a certain level of sexism and racism present within the
department.
As a graduating senior, Charlene has obtained the academic identity status of
identity achievement. After she took her career assessment in high school, Charlene
explored different alternatives based on the results of her assessment. For Charlene,
engineering was the most interesting and she initially committed to mechanical
engineering. However, once Charlene arrived at Mid-South U and took a civil
engineering course, she enjoyed it more and understood the material better. At that
moment, Charlene was experiencing identity moratorium as she broke her commitment to
mechanical engineering to explore another alternative. Charlene eventually decided to
switch to civil engineering and returned to the identity achieved status. As Charlene went
back and forth when attempting to make an occupational commitment, she experienced
what is known as a MAMA cycle. According to Marcia (1966), adolescents may
experience MAMA cycles as they go back and forth between identity moratorium and
identity achievement in an attempt to make a commitment to an identity that fits with
their own ideological beliefs.
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Chapter 12
“I refuse to be a Stereotype”
McKenzie is a 24-year-old first -year transfer student majoring in civil
engineering. She is about 5’6”, 200 pounds. with a dark brown complexion. She is
wearing maroon colored rectangular shaped glasses, dark blue jeans, and a black
University sweatshirt. She has a round face with hooded eyelids and parenthesis on the
sides of her mouth. Her shoulder length black hair is pulled back into a ponytail.
Interview
About 5 min before the interview was set to begin, McKenzie called me to ask me
for directions. I asked her to give me her location and I guided her from there. I walked
outside and waved McKenzie over. We entered the building together and went to the
room where the interview was to take place. McKenzie and I chatted on our way back in
and she told me that she is new to the area and is still trying to find her way around. I
assured her it was no problem and that I appreciated her granting me the opportunity to
interview her for my study. We both entered the room and I instructed her to take a seat.
I gave her the consent form and asked her to read it. While she was reading, I took notes
about her appearance and our initial interaction. McKenzie printed her name, signed, and
dated the form before I was able to review it with her. I went ahead and reviewed the
form anyway just to make sure she did not have any questions. She assured me she
understood and was happy to help me with my study. I was about to begin the interview
when I realized I forgot to offer McKenzie a bottle of water. She accepted and we
proceeded from there.
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Primary and Secondary Years
At the beginning of the interview, I asked McKenzie to go back to her earliest
educational experiences. She immediately jumped to high school. I told her that I am
interested in her high school experiences, but I would like a little information about
elementary and middle school to provide additional support for her story. She complied
and began telling me that her mother placed her in school at the age of two and moved
her from school to school so that she would not be held back a year.
My mom placed me in school when I was two and from there until, aw man I
went to maybe 4 or 5 different schools before I landed in the in my home school.
And my mom had to do that because around that time, children born in a certain
year had to repeat a certain grade and she wasn’t having that so she just
transferred me until a certain point. Once I settled in my home school, I stayed
until eighth grade and graduated in the top 5 of my class.
McKenzie was very proud of her accomplishment, which also highlights the idea of her
being a good student. For McKenzie, making good grades and being active confirmed
for her that she was a good student. During middle school and high school, McKenzie
credits her mom with exposing her to different cultures and her own culture so that she
could be knowledgeable of her own background and that of others. As a result,
McKenzie became interested in diversity at a young age. Her mom sent her to a private
high school where she was exposed to a variety of cultures. This was perfect for
Mckenzie and led her to desire varied cultural interactions. Instead of going directly to
college after high school, McKenzie participated in a program that provided her with the
opportunity to live and study abroad for one year. McKenzie studied abroad in Germany
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in order to submerge herself into another culture. However, she decided on the field of
engineering before she graduated high school.
The Road to Engineering
Prior to graduating from high school, McKenzie had an established interest in
math and science. This interest was confirmed for her during her high school physics
class. She reported engaging in multiple hands-on activities in high school physics that
she really enjoyed.
I took physics one as a sophomore and physics two as a junior in high school and
we were doing projectiles and I just thought knowing at a certain angle, at a
certain speed you can throw a ball and it can hit directly where you want it to was
interesting. And we had to uhm build a racecar out of four CDs, a mousetrap, 1
rubber band and a paperclip. And it had to go across the floor and mine’s won
first place. Oh nice. So and that was very interesting. And I just loved how I
never knew that a CD could be used as you know a racecar so that was very
fascinating for me.
Mckenzie’s level of fascination with physics led her to consider a career in a science
related field although she was unsure of which field to pursue. She knew nursing was not
an option because she did not do well with blood. She asked one of her high school
teachers for guidance.
I used to talk to my teacher at the time and I asked her what the best choice was
for me. I knew I didn’t want to do business or nursing; no I can’t deal with blood.
So, uhm she asked me, you know, what do I like and I love science and math that
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was my strongest points throughout all my schooling. And uhm she told me that
engineering would be a perfect fit for me to go through.
Although McKenzie decided on engineering before she graduated high school, she did
not know that different branches of engineering existed. As a result, she did not decide
on an engineering concentration until she enrolled in college.
The College Journey
After living and studying abroad for a year in Germany, McKenzie decided to
return to the United States and enroll in an HBCU in the southern United States.
However, McKenzie quickly learned that the HBCU experience was not for her due to
the lack of diversity. McKenzie was used to interacting with individuals from different
backgrounds but when she arrived at the HBCU, she experienced a culture shock because
all of the students at this particular HBCU identified as African American/black.
But it was a huge culture shock for me and I remember going to a seminar and
this female alum uhm said that she never knew that there were uhm more
ethnicities outside of her university.
McKenzie could not believe what she heard and knew that this university was not the
place for her. She applied to other schools but chose to attend this HBCU in order to
build a relationship with her father’s side of the family. Once McKenzie arrived at the
HBCU, she began to develop a relationship with her father’s side of the family that did
not last. McKenzie was stuck, isolated, and unhappy.
McKenzie transferred to Mid-South University last semester and so far has been
quite pleased with her experience. She enjoys the classes and feels that the professors
have been very helpful so far.
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Coming here it was easy, my financial aid came on time, uhm in the civil
engineering department the professors are nice. Not to be racist or anything but
even the foreign speak good English I can understand them they can understand
me. They don’t have a certain kind of attitude if I ask a question, even if it is a
dumb question. They are still there to give me the answers that I need, or to help
me understand so it was definitely much easier.
Although her experience has been positive so far, McKenzie admits that the coursework
is more challenging for her at Mid-South U.
McKenzie has reported other good experiences at Mid-South U that include her
involvement in student organizations and support from some of her classmates.
However, McKenzie reported a different experience when attempting to interact with
European American classmates.
I have noticed here that some of the white people they kind of have to warm up to
some of the black students in the department. Cause I have met a few and they
were nice but it’s like they didn’t want to really get to know me yet last semester.
But now that I’m back it’s kind of like they look at how we work because I do
know that from my previous experience that many of the blacks would cheat,
copy, and here it’s like if you don’t have that kind of relationship with them. It’s
not going to happen and if it does, it’s just one good time. So I just noticed that a
lot that others are, they’re not, they’re nice, but they’re not nice friendly get to
know you kind of, whereas at my former university, people were a lot friendlier.
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Analysis
`

McKenzie’s story reveals a lot about who she is as a person, which has in turn,

shaped her experiences. When using black feminist theory to expose the underlying
concerns of McKenzie’s narrative, some different elements come to light that have not
been present in the other interviews. For example, McKenzie’s narrative highlights two
of the core themes of black feminist thought: The Power of Self-Definition and
Rethinking Black Women’s Activism. Although these two themes have been exposed in
other narratives, McKenzie’s narrative frames these two themes differently when
compared to the other participants. When focusing specifically on The Power of SelfDefinition, McKenzie seems to be trying to differentiate herself from other African
Americans. She truly believes her experience is unique and as a result, defines herself
separate from other African American students. For instance, when McKenzie first
attended college she went to a historically black university. Instead of embracing the
opportunity to delve into her own culture and bask in the enjoyment of seeing other
African Americans striving for higher education, McKenzie focused on the negative. She
was uncomfortable with the fact that at that point in time, her historically black university
did not have students of other racial or ethnic backgrounds.
McKenzie demonstrated her lack of comfort when she discussed attending the
workshop conducted by an African American female alumnus from her historically black
university. McKenzie reported that she could not believe the young woman stated that
she was unaware of additional minorities outside of African Americans. McKenzie
informed me that the young alumnus went on to say that she was no longer the popular,
pretty girl on campus when she went into the corporate world and she had to deal with
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that. In essence, she was trying to help the younger African American to understand that
the HBCU environment is not the real world. She wanted them to know that once they
left college, things would be different and she used her own personal story to prepare
them. Instead of learning from the experience, McKenzie immediately dismissed her
simply because she could not relate to what the young woman was saying. McKenzie did
not realize the level of privilege associated with her mother exposing her to different
cultures. She used her sense of privilege to distinguish herself from other African
Americans. McKenzie constantly defined herself as “different” and “not like the others.”
She even referred to that in her experience at Mid-South U when she comments that the
European American students are not as friendly. She believes that the European
American engineering students at Mid-South U are not as friendly to the African
American students because the African American students do not possess a strong work
ethic. McKenzie revealed that from her own personal experiences, she has seen plenty of
African American students cheat and she believes that the European American students
hold on to the stereotype that all African American students cheat.
I honestly believe that McKenzie thinks she is different from other African
American students and she actually perpetuates some of the widely held stereotypes
regarding African Americans. By differentiating herself and making it a point to tell
people that she is not like those other African Americans. McKenzie is reinforcing the
binary thinking that exists between European Americans and African Americans. This
highlights the second theme of Rethinking Black Women’s Activism. McKenzie fails to
own her blackness; instead, she denies it and in turn, devalues what it means to be
African American. However, McKenzie seems to be reframing her thinking. In my
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opinion, McKenzie’s participation in this research is a way for her to own her Blackness.
McKenzie’s story, in relation to all the other stories presented in this research, exposes
the uniqueness of African American women. McKenzie, whether she knows it or not, is
becoming an activist for African American women. Further, although she is attempting
to distance herself from other African Americans, McKenzie’s unique standpoint
overlaps with the other participants in this study.
In addition to illuminating these two themes within Black feminist theory,
McKenzie also reveals how she constructed her academic identity. McKenzie was
unsure which field to pursue in college. She asked one of her high school teachers for
advice and the teacher suggested engineering. McKenzie had no idea what engineering
was, but when her teacher told her it combined math and science, McKenzie was sold.
McKenzie did a little research on engineering but was still unsure of what concentration
she preferred. In fact, it was not until McKenzie began attending college that she decided
on civil engineering. McKenzie never explored additional alternatives, but has made a
commitment to an identity based on guidance from one of her teachers. As a result,
McKenzie is identity foreclosed.
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Chapter 13
“I Kind of Feel like She’s Telling Us to Quit”
My ninth, and final, participant is Katherine, an 18-year-old freshman majoring in
biomedical engineering. She has a chocolate brown complexion and stands about 5’5”,
approximately 120 pounds. Her hair is in brown micro-braids with half pulled up into a
ponytail and the other half hanging down in the back past her shoulders. She is wearing
full makeup with black eyeliner to accent her brown almond shaped eyes, what appears to
be powdered foundation on her oval shaped face, and pink lip gloss. She is wearing blue
jeans, a white shirt, a black jacket, and black flat shoes. Her jewelry consists of small,
silver studs and a silver ring on her right ring finger.
Interview
Katherine arrives early just as I am leaving the room to go grab copies of the
consent form. I introduce myself and tell her I will be right back but that she should feel
free to have a seat. When I return, I apologize for leaving her alone but explained that I
had to grab some consent forms for her. She understood and we continued to chat to
build rapport. I then presented Katherine with the consent form and asked her to read it.
As she read, I took notes about her appearance and our initial interaction. When she was
done, I reviewed the form with her and asked her if she had any questions. After she said
no, I asked her to print and sign her name and date the consent form. I offered her a
bottle of water and we began the interview.
Primary and Secondary Years
When I asked Katherine about her earliest educational experiences, she began by
telling me about the different schools she attended. She remembered attending a private,
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Christian school from kindergarten until second grade. Her parents then moved and she
attended a public school for two years. Then, Katherine attended another private,
Christian school up until sixth grade when the school closed. Finally, Katherine attended
an all girls’ private school from seventh grade through twelfth grade. She tells me she
does not remember any specific grades from elementary school, but she does remember
that she never failed any classes and was an overall good student. Katherine recalls
struggling as she transitioned from middle school to high school. On the other hand,
during the struggle she learned to balance her school work with her extra-curricular
activities.
Middle School was very good I made mostly all A’s. In high school, my ninth
grade year was hard transferring because my school was an academically rigorous
school so it was hard going into high school. I didn’t fail any classes I think I had
one C+ but then after that I was good. My senior year I took 3 AP classes. And
that was hard so it was a struggle like balancing and studying with all that and I
was in extra-curricular activities. So that was hard but I ended up ok in that.
Once she learned to balance academics and extra-curricular activities, Katherine
performed well and enjoyed her high school experience. When I asked her about a
positive educational experience, she discussed her high school physics class.
In high school, we did demonstrations like at the beginning of each topic and she
would work out problems in front of us like on a projected screen. And that really
helped for our homework because it was exactly the same as what she was doing
in class and then we could take that and apply it to harder questions for like extra
credit on our tests, so that was helpful for me.
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The way Katherine’s high school physics teacher presented the material made a difficult
subject enjoyable and easy for her to understand. She appreciated what her teacher
offered her and felt that science was something she wanted to pursue as she entered
college.
The Road to Engineering
When I asked Katherine how she decided to major in engineering, she informed
me that she made that decision the summer before her senior year of high school.
Initially, Katherine decided to major in biology in hope of attending medical school after
obtaining her undergraduate degree. However, when she began reviewing the majors
offered by Mid-South University, biomedical engineering intrigued her. Katherine felt
that majoring in biomedical engineering would give her something to fall back on in case
she decided she did not want to go to medical school, or did not get into medical school.
In addition to this, Katherine also informed me that both of her parents are
engineers. Her mother is a chemical engineer and her father is an electrical engineer.
She tells me that they are a science oriented family and that both of her parents have had
a huge influence on her education. Even her younger sister is interested in pursuing
neuroscience. For Katherine, there was no other choice but a science related field.
The College Journey
As a freshman, Katherine has only a semester and a half of experience to draw
from for this interview. So, when I asked her about her classwork, she informed me that
her classes are not hard yet. But she anticipates them becoming more difficult. However,
she did inform me that her current physics class is nothing like her high school physics
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class. In fact, she considers her current experience with physics to be a bad educational
experience.
Physics now, we have homework and we do that homework and after we do the
homework we talk about it in class. So I struggle with that a lot because she
doesn’t present it to us in class before we have to perform it. And that is really
hard for me. I don’t like the way we’re tested over what we know. We usually
have quizzes and they are usually one multiple choice question and then a couple
of like long answer questions. And so far the long answer questions have been
over the topics we discuss but nothing that we’ve had to do in our homework and
nothing that she’s shown us in class. So I find that really hard to deal with. And
she says that we can write down everything we know on the quiz and she’ll give
us partial credit for that so I find myself writing essays about a problem just to get
points so I don’t fail the quizzes.
Katherine’s current physics instructor knows that her teaching and testing methods are
ineffective so she has asked students for feedback. She tells them that she will take all
the feedback into consideration and will try to incorporate it in her teaching style.
The biggest aspect of college life so far for Katherine is living in the engineering
house at Mid-South University. The engineering house is a dormitory for female
engineering students who attend Mid-South U. Katherine informed me that she is one of
four freshmen girls in biomedical engineering living in the house. In addition to the four
freshman females, there is a senior who lives with them and was placed in charge of their
house. The senior-level female is supposed to serve as a mentor to the freshman girls.
Katherine does not consider her a mentor.
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There is a girl in my house that is biomed too, the one that’s graduating, and she
kind of talks about engineering like it’s the worst thing ever and we won’t get out
of here in less than 5 years and I kind of feel like sometimes she’s telling us to
quit, but it doesn’t stress me out that she says that. I don’t know why she does it.
But, I feel like its constant. She is very pushy. Like for example in math lab, I
was doing homework one day and I had like 93% on the assignment. All the
questions were done but you can go back and correct answers you got wrong the
first time. And I couldn’t figure one out so I was just going to sit with the 93 and
she was like, not really like yelling at me, but kind fussing at me for not
completing it to get a 100. She is intimidating sometimes. Sometimes I think she
uses her seniority against us and our old advisor put her in charge of our house,
which also caused a lot of tension early on because we’re students she’s a student
we really didn’t feel like she had authority over us. But she’s really pushy and
then she got to the point where she was like I don’t think y’all can do this
basically. That’s been a bad experience because as far as a mentor goes, I don’t
think she’s a good one. She is supposed to be there for us and she just doesn’t
seem very encouraging. Well, she’s not encouraging to me and another girl in the
house. She’s closer to 2 other girls, which I’m sure she’s encouraging.
Katherine does not let this older student discourage her. She calls her parents for support
and her mother helps her through these tough social times.
After the recorder stopped, Katherine revealed to me that the older student and the
two other female students she was encouraging were both European Americans and she
and the other young lady are both African American. Katherine did not want to come out
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and accuse anyone of being racist, but she noticed the difference in the way her supposed
mentor treats her when compared to the other young ladies.
As she continues telling me about her experience in the engineering house, the
topic of competition comes up. Katherine tells me that the girls in the engineering house
are very competitive and she finds it annoying. For Katherine, not everything is a
competition. However, for her friend, another African American female, the competition
taking place in the engineering house proved to be too much.
One of my closest friends in the house was also a biomedical engineer and she’s
switching her major to sports science recently and she also felt the same way I
did, like it was a competition between the four freshmen biomed girls in our
house. And they also used to kind of tease her a little bit when we were doing
homework because she was in the class lower than us in chemistry and in math, so
they used to make fun of how she couldn’t do certain things in biomed cause we
were all in that class together and made her feel bad all the time. She always felt
like they were talking to her like she was stupid or they were being rude to her so
I guess that’s one of the reasons why she decided to switch because she felt like
she could never get where we were. But I tried to tell her that she is smart. Like,
she’s one of those sensitive people so that kind of ruined her career if she wanted
to do that really.
Katherine goes on to tell me that you have to be tough to major in engineering. She
never considered herself to be tough, but she credits her mother with helping her through
the difficult times.
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You have to be tough, a little thick-skinned to be an engineer because there are
people that try to put you down and try to convince you that you are not good
enough so they get ahead. And I didn’t think I was thick-skinned but I talk to my
mom every day and she helps me get through it because it was hard for me too.
And now I think it’s getting better and I can take it more because you do have to
be a little tough to get through it.
Analysis
As the only freshman participant, Katherine’s story was a little different when
compared to the other participants. Because this is Katherine’s first year at Mid-South U,
she has yet to experience any higher-level engineering classes. Her experience is rich
because she was the only person to provide me with a first-hand account of living in the
engineering house. Other participants told me they lived in the engineering house at one
point during their academic pursuits and they considered it a beautiful experience. But
having a real-time account of the experience from Katherine provides a piece of the
puzzle that is missing from the other interviews and brings a level of completeness to this
study.
Katherine’s interview highlights the core theme of The Power of Self-Definition
within Black feminist theory. For Katherine, she is not listening to what other students
tell her to discourage her from pursuing her degree. She knows she wants to be an
engineer and she is determined to complete the degree. She relies on her family for
support when times get hard, but she never talks about quitting or changing her major. In
fact, although Katherine describes the interactions with her supposed mentor as
discouraging, she follows up with the fact that she does not let these discouraging words
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bother her. The Power of Self-Definition theme highlights Katherine’s personal
empowerment as she perseveres through to completion of her degree.
Finally, Katherine has constructed her academic identity as she has arrived to this
point in her academic career. Both of Katherine’s parents are engineers. She never
discussed researching alternatives, yet has made a commitment to an occupational
identity. As a result, Katherine is identity foreclosed as she pursues her biomedical
engineering degree. Katherine rationalizes her choice of majoring in biomedical
engineering by stating that it combines engineering and biology and will provide her with
options upon graduation. This line of thinking reflects the influence of Katherine’s
parents who have supported her and encouraged her throughout her academic pursuits.
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Chapter 14
Creative Analytic Practice
This final analytic chapter will provide an innovative approach to data by utilizing
the method of creative analytic practice. According to Richardson (2000), creative
analytic practice (CAP) involves using artistic writing techniques to present research
findings. Lincoln and Guba (2005) go further by defining CAP as a type of
representation that attempts to change the level of binary thinking that exists between
science and literature. The binary thinking that surrounds science and literature within
the area of educational psychology tends to privilege scientific thinking over literary
analysis by highlighting positivistic research practices such as validity and reliability.
CAP challenges this positivistic way of thinking by merging science and literary practices
in an effort to disperse the research findings to a different audience (Richardson, 1998).
CAP may take the form of poetry, short stories, or even screenplays as a way for
researchers to “do representation differently” (Berbary, 2011). Although CAP represents
a different way to present qualitative research findings, there is still a level of rigor
associated with the process that accounts for the validity and reliability that is associated
with quantitative research methods. Parry and Johnson (2007) highlight five criteria,
developed by Richardson (1997, 2000), that should be considered when evaluating
creative analytic practice. These five criteria include: (a) the text must make a substantial
contribution to understanding social life; (b) the text must capture the reader’s attention;
(c) the author must provide details as to how the text was created; (d) the text should
leave the reader with new questions or influence future research; and (e) the text should
reflect some lived experiences (Parry & Johnson, 2007).
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In an effort to accomplish these five criteria, I chose to engage in creative analytic
practice by presenting my data in the form of a play. I believe this form of CAP is
significant in regards to this research on African American female engineers because the
majority of my participants had no concept of engineering prior to high school. Further,
all of my participants decided to be engineers in either high school or college but had
considered other career fields in childhood. By writing a play that appeals to young girls
and adolescent girls, I hope to not only expose young African American girls to the field
of engineering, but to expose all girls of color to the field by creating a play where the
main character is a girl of color. It is my hope that this form of representation not only
spreads amongst other researchers focusing on engineering students of color; but within
the field of educational psychology as well. Similar to the stories created to introduce
chapters 1 and 2, this play was inspired by the lived experiences of the nine participants
in this study. While telling the story, theoretical implications will be imbedded within the
italicized text that will describe the actions and thoughts of the characters. The play will
follow a young African American girl from elementary school through to college
graduation as she fights against stereotypical beliefs regarding women in engineering and
struggles in her academic pursuits.
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Black Girls Can’t CAN Be Engineers
Characters
Ebony-The main character, an African American female
Mom-Ebony’s mother
Dad-Ebony’s father
Edgar-Ebony’s brother
Granny-Ebony’s Grandmother
Mrs. Lane-Ebony’s second grade teacher, an African American female
Ms. Stanton-Ebony’s high school physics teacher, a European American female
Tosha-Ebony’s African American female college roommate and a mechanical
engineer
Tyler-An African American male civil engineering student
Sarah-Ebony’s African American female civil engineering mentor
Part 1
Six-year-old Ebony comes bouncing down the stairs and bounces directly into the
living room onto her dad’s lap as he is watching the news.
Ebony: Dad, guess what?
Dad: Uhm, you ate your favorite meal for lunch today?
Ebony: Well yeah, but that’s not what I want you to guess.
Dad: Well then you better tell me because I don’t know.
At this point, 10-year-old Edgar walks into the room playing one of his hand-held video
games and sits across from them while they are talking.
Ebony: I know what I want to be when I grow up!
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Dad: You do? Already? Well what is it that you want to be when you grow up?
Ebony: I want to be an engineer because I learned today that engineers build bridges and
cars and I want to do both.
Edgar: That’s stupid Ebony. The same type of engineer doesn’t build cars and bridges.
Those are two different guys. And besides, a girl can’t be an engineer, that’s a man’s job.
Ebony glares at her brother.
Ebony: Shut up Edgar! Girls can to be engineers! Right Dad?
Mom walks in to see why Ebony just told Edgar to shut up. She looks at Dad to
see what his response will be before she decides to interject.
Dad: Of course girls can be engineers. Girls can do anything they want to do, just ask
your mother.
Mom smiles and Ebony runs over to her smiling.
Ebony: Mom, Edgar told me I was stupid because I said I wanted to be an engineer and
he said that girls can’t be engineers. But Dad said girls can do whatever they want to do.
So can I tell Edgar that he’s stupid?
Mom tries her best to keep a straight face.
Mom: No, you may not tell your brother that he is stupid. Edgar, you know better than to
call your sister stupid. Now apologize.
Edgar mumbles: Sorry.
Ebony is pleased that she won the argument with Edgar. But knows what is about
to happen next.
Mom: Now Ebony apologize to your brother for telling him to shut up. You know we do
not do that in this house.
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Ebony mumbles: Sorry.
Mom: Good. Now let’s go eat dinner.
At the dinner table, Dad decides to ask Ebony more about engineering.
Dad: Ebony, what made you decide you want to be an engineer?
Ebony: Well, today Mrs. Lane took us on a fieldtrip downtown and we went to the place
where they keep the bridges looking nice. We talked to this guy, and he said he was an
engineer. Then I asked him what is an engineer. He told me he was the one who built all
the bridges we see when we are driving around town. Then I told him he was cool and
that I wanted to be an engineer.
Edgar: Exactly! A guy told you HE built the bridges! I told you that girls can’t be
engineers! I’ve never heard a girl say she wanted to be an engineer. Girls should be
teachers and nurses and boys should be engineers and doctors.
Mom: Edgar, that is not true. Girls can be anything they want to be including engineers.
Did you know that your Granny is an engineer? She’s a girl you know?
Edgar: No way! Granny’s not an engineer. She is a baker because she makes the best
apple pie.
Dad: She does make good apple pie. Actually, your Granny used to be an engineer. She
retired three years ago so that she could spend time with your grandfather.
Ebony gets super excited.
Ebony: Can I call Granny and ask her about being an engineer?
Mom: Not tonight. You can call her tomorrow as soon as you get home from school.
Ebony gets so excited that she jumps up from the table and takes her plate into the
kitchen. She comes back to the table, kisses Mom and Dad, hits her brother, and then

218

apologizes before her mother says anything. Ebony then goes upstairs and completes her
homework before bed.
As Ebony finishes her homework, she begins to reflect on everything her brother
said about girls only being nurses and teachers and not engineers. She does not realize
that there was a time when women were not engineers. Historically, engineering has
been considered a man’s field and no respectable woman would want to be an
engineer. Ebony has no idea the journey she is about to embark upon.
The next day, after school, Ebony calls Granny to ask her about engineering.
Granny: Hello?
Ebony: Hi Granny! It’s Ebony! How are you?
Granny: Hello my love. I’m fine for an old lady. How are you?
Ebony: I’m mad at Edgar because I told him I wanted to be an engineer and he told me I
was stupid because girls can’t be engineers. But mom told me that you are an engineer.
Is that true Granny?
Granny: (laughs) Well, I will talk with Edgar later about calling you stupid and about
girls being engineers. I used to be an engineer before I retired. I was a biomedical
engineer.
Ebony is amazed because she had never heard of a biomedical engineer before.
Ebony: What does a bi-o-medical engineer do Granny?
Granny: Well, I worked for Shady General Hospital for 20 years and I recommended and
tested all the new medical equipment that came into the hospital. If one of the machines
was not working properly, I had to figure out why and make sure all the repairs where
done the correct way. Although I am not a doctor or nurse, I saved a lot of lives by
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making sure the heart monitors and x-ray machines were working the way they were
supposed to work.
Ebony: WOW! You saved lives! That’s so cool! See I knew Edgar didn’t know what he
was talking about.
Granny: Well actually, I understand why Edgar said women can’t be engineers.
Ebony falls silent as she doesn’t understand what Granny is saying.
Granny: I was the only girl engineer at my job for 12 years, and I was one of only two
African Americans the entire time I worked at the hospital.
Ebony cannot believe it. She begins to feel like she may not ever become an
engineer.
Ebony: Why were you the only girl?
Granny: Well, for a long time, engineering was a field for only boys because it was such
hard work.
Ebony: I can do hard work! I’m tough!
Granny: (laughing) Yes, I know you are tough. But back a long, long time ago, it was
unacceptable for women to do that type of hard work. Women were expected to stay
home and cook and clean and take care of their children.
Ebony: Oh…hmm…well I still want to be an engineer. I want to build bridges.
Granny: Oh! So you want to be a civil engineer because they are the ones who build
bridges.
Ebony got excited again!
Ebony: Yes! I want to be a civil engineer!
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Granny: Well you have to make sure that you are really good at math and really good at
science too.
Ebony: I am and I love science! It is my favorite subject! We learned about butterflies
the other day at school.
Granny: Well then you are on your way to becoming an engineer.
In the background, Granny can here Ebony’s mom calling her for dinner.
Granny: Sounds like it’s time for dinner over there.
Ebony: Yes ma’am. I have to go now. Thanks Granny! Love you!
Granny: I love you too! Be good! Bye-bye.
Ebony: Yes ma’am. Bye.
After Ebony hung up the phone, she could not stop thinking about what her
grandmother said about engineering. She finds it hard to believe that not a lot of women
become engineers and she still does not fully understand why. She then remembers
Granny saying that there was only one other African American engineer at her job as
well. Ebony becomes discouraged and begins to rethink engineering.
Part 2
As the years passed by, Ebony maintained good grades throughout elementary
and middle school by never making anything lower than a B in all her subjects. Once she
entered high school, things became more challenging for her. She was still doing well in
all her subjects, but began to struggle in math. She made her first C in Algebra II, but
never actually failed a class. She maintained her interest in science and decided to take
physic her senior year. She never really spoke much about engineering after that
conversation with Granny. But now as a senior, she was trying to decide what to major
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in when she went to college. She came home from school one day with a look of
excitement on her face.
Mom: Well hello dear! What’s made you so happy?
Ebony: Remember that field trip I told you we were going to take today?
Mom: Yes. How was it?
Ebony: Mom it was so cool! We got the chance to ride the rail car up the side of the
mountain and Ms. Stanton, my physics teacher, began explaining physics to us as we
were going up the side of the mountain. Instead of just talking about the breaks and the
track, she talked about force, friction, and speed. It was just fascinating to me. On the
ride home, every time Dad would hit the brakes, I started telling him about force, friction,
and speed.
Dad: It’s true. I didn’t know what she was talking about.
Mom: Well, that sounds interesting. I’m glad you enjoyed your field trip. Granny wants
you to call her.
Ebony went to the phone, called her grandmother. and began to tell her about the
field trip.
Ebony: Granny, remember when we talked about engineering that one time?
Granny: Yes.
Ebony: Well, I think I still want to be an engineer, but I’m not sure because you said
there weren’t that many women AND you said there weren’t that many African
Americans. I don’t know if I can handle being the only woman and the only African
American in my classes.
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Granny: Listen, if you want to be an engineer then you need to go and be an engineer.
Don’t let the fact that there are no other African American women in your classes stop
you. I didn’t let it stop me, and when I went to school I was literally the only African
American woman. Now, there are plenty of African American women in the field. I
went by the hospital the other day and there were three in my old department, all
engineers. So don’t let that deter you. You can do it and I’m here to support you.
Ebony’s concern about being the only African American woman in engineering is
accounted for by history and the intersectionality of her race and gender. Black feminist
theory actually accounts for the exclusion of African American women from various
contexts because of the intersectionality of their race and gender. African American
women with an interest in engineering must move past the barriers they encounter as they
pursue their degrees in engineering. Ebony was unsure if she was going to be able to
endure this pressure, but with support from Granny, she decided to go to college and
pursue civil engineering.
The next year, Ebony entered Mid-South University as a freshman majoring in
civil engineering. She lived on campus in the engineering house, which is a dormitory
for females majoring in engineering. On her first day, she met her roommate Tosha,
another African American female, who was a mechanical engineering major. Ebony
could not believe her luck. She was not expecting any other African American females in
engineering and she ended up with one as her roommate. Ebony and Tosha became
instant friends and were happy to have each other.
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Ebony: You know Tosha, I didn’t think there would be any other African American
females in engineering. My Granny is a retired engineer and she said that when she was
in school she was the only one.
Tosha: We had our mechanical engineering orientation yesterday and I was the only
African American female freshman. It actually made me very nervous and unsure of
myself. I wasn’t sure if I belong here. Then, they paired us up with mentors and my
mentor is another African American girl. She told me that there are quite a few African
American girls in the college of engineering spreading across the different
concentrations.
Ebony: That is good to know! My civil engineering orientation is today, so I hope I get
to see a few more of us.
Ebony left to attend her civil engineering orientation and she ended up sitting
next to an African American male named Tyler.
Tyler: Hi, I’m Tyler. What’s your name?
Ebony: I’m Ebony. Nice to meet you Tyler.
Tyler: I guess we will have to study together since we are the only two Black kids here.
At that moment, Ebony took a look around and realized that Tyler was right.
There were no other African American students at this orientation. There also were no
African American faculty members. The dean informed them that the older students
would not be in attendance today but that they would meet their mentors in a few days
during the Mentor/Mentee Lunch. Ebony and Tyler exchanged numbers and she walked
back to her dorm alone. She felt dejected and was completely unsure if she was in the
right place. When she got back to her room, she told Tosha about the orientation.
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Ebony: It was crazy! Tyler and I were the only African Americans there. I could not
believe it!
Tosha: Don’t worry. I told my mentor that you were in civil and she said that there are
plenty of African American female upper classmen in civil, so you will be fine.
Ebony: WHAT?! That’s awesome! I can’t wait to tell Tyler.
As Ebony gets ready to send Tyler a text, she noticed she had an email from
someone named Sarah. As she is reading it, her heart began to pound and she screamed
for Tosha to come to her side.
Tosha: Girl what is wrong with you?
Ebony: I just got an email from my mentor telling me that all the African American girls
in civil engineering are going to have dinner tonight off campus and she wants me to
come. She said she would even come pick me up and sent me her number to call her!
This is great!
Tosha: That is great! I’m supposed to go have dinner with my mentor, too. I was going
to ask if you wanted to come, but you definitely have to go to that dinner with the other
civil girls.
Ebony text Sarah immediately and Sarah informed her to be ready in an hour and
she would pick her up in front of the engineering house. While Ebony waited for the hour
to pass, she changed her outfit and called her mom to tell her everything that has
happened. Her mom was happy for her and told her to call her after dinner. Ebony
agreed and as she hung up the phone, a text came through from Sarah informing her that
she was outside. Ebony said bye to Tosha and rushed out the door and down the stairs to
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meet Sarah. When Ebony first met Sarah she thought she was gorgeous. She seemed so
sophisticated and Ebony knew that she wanted to be like Sarah.
Sarah: Ebony! It is so great to meet you! Welcome to Mid-South U! I’m Sarah and I’ll
be your civil engineering mentor.
Ebony: Hi Sarah! It is great to meet you, too! Thanks.
Sarah: I want you to know that you are a part of our family now. Tonight is a tradition
among all of us as a way to support each other. We get together at the beginning of each
school year and we bring in our new civil sisters. This year, you are the only one, so you
get everyone’s attention.
Ebony was so excited, but tried to play it cool so that Sarah would think she was
sophisticated.
Ebony: That sounds great. I’m very excited to meet the other girls. How many are there?
Sarah: Including both of us, there are seven African American civil engineering females.
Ebony thought to herself, WOW only seven? That number confirmed for Ebony
that there really are a limited number of African American females in engineering.
Sarah: Don’t worry, we know that number seems low, but besides engineering
technology, civil engineering has the most African American females here at Mid-South
U. Overall, there are 58 African American females majoring in engineering here. I know
it doesn’t seem like much, but that is progress.
Ebony loved Sarah’s attitude and was impressed with the amount of knowledge
she had regarding the civil engineering program. Before Ebony got a chance to ask
another question, Sarah stopped the car in front of a Mexican restaurant. Both girls got
out of the car and walked inside. Sarah gives the hostess a name and she escorts them to
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a private backroom. Once they entered the room, they were greeted by five other African
American females. Each girl gave Sarah and Ebony a hug and introduced herself to
Ebony. Ebony was overwhelmed by the fact that all the girls knew her name and seemed
to be really interested in getting to know her. They asked her what high school she
attended, what made her choose civil engineering, and about her roommate. When she
revealed that her roommate was also African American, all the girls at the table were
very excited. They each knew the importance of a strong support system and all of them
still maintained a good relationship with their freshman year roommate.
Sarah: So Ebony, we brought you here so you could get to know us and we could get to
know you. But most importantly, we brought you here to tell you the rules.
Ebony: Rules? What do you mean?
Sarah: As an African American female in engineering there are certain things you need to
be aware of before you start the program.
Ebony: Okay, like what.
Joy: Like when someone, like a professor, says something inappropriate to you, you
cannot react. You need to act like it didn’t happen and keep moving. Don’t catch an
attitude and don’t pop off at the mouth. Don’t give them a reason to think you are just
another stereotypical Black girl.
Sarah: Also, watch out for the guys, especially Black ones. They are the worst. They
think that just because you’re both Black and in engineering, that you will fall madly in
love. NEGATIVE.
Ebony does not know what to say. She cannot believe someone just told her that
she needed to be aware of the way she acts. She hoped she didn’t give off a bad
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impression but she was confused. And why can’t she talk to the guys? Ebony did not
understand that one at all.
Ebony: What’s wrong with the guys? And I’m not the type to usually pop off at the
mouth unless I’m really angry.
Joy: Exactly! You don’t get out of character unless someone pushes you. Well, the
people here may push you, and I just want you to know what to expect and how to handle
it. As far as the guys go, and Sarah has way better stories than I have, just be careful
because sometimes they get a little stalkerish. If you aren’t interested in them, they may
try to ruin your career.
Sarah: YES and the married guys are the absolute WORST!
Ebony could not believe what she just heard. She never imagined that all of this
would go into pursuing engineering. She honestly thought the most she would have to
worry about was hard classes and guys who thought like her brother. It never occurred
to Ebony that she would have to defy stereotypical views of African American women and
have to fight the advances of random guys in her department.
Sarah, Joy, and the other four civil engineering students were trying to help
Ebony become accustomed to the engineering culture, which is one that tends to exclude
African American women. The intersectionality of race, gender, and sexuality all played
a role in alienating women of color who chose to enter STEM fields; however, as more
African American women entered the field of engineering, they began to create a
collective identity and group knowledge. The creation of knowledge produces power for
African American women and this power can be used to transform the way society views
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African American women. This highlights one of the core themes within Black feminist
thought: The Power of Self-Definition.
As dinner ended and the evening began to wind down, Ebony was unsure what to
think regarding the information shared with her by her fellow civil engineering
classmates. She was truly disturbed by the idea of married men making passes at her and
was troubled by the notion of having to fight stereotypes related to the portrayal of
African American women. On the car ride home, Sarah sensed that something was
wrong and began a new conversation with Ebony.
Sarah: I know we told you a lot today, but it is something that you definitely need to
know. The same thing happened to me when I started college here and the information
shared was so valuable that we have continued the tradition.
Ebony: I’m very grateful for you all telling me this, but I must admit that I am a little
overwhelmed by everything that was shared tonight.
Sarah: I understand. Call me if you need anything. Remember, I am your mentor and I
am here to help you. Oh, and don’t share this with anyone in your classes who you did
not see at the meeting tonight. Your roommate is okay because the biomed girls do the
same thing with their freshmen. In fact, she’s probably with them right now.
Ebony: Yeah, her mentor did invite her to dinner tonight. I’m sure it is for the same
reason.
Sarah dropped Ebony back at the engineering house. When she walked into her
room, Ebony noticed that her roommate has not returned from dinner with her mentor.
Ebony decided to get ready for bed by listening to music and reflecting on the
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conversation from dinner. She was drifting off to sleep as her roommate unlocked the
door.
Tosha: Ebony? Are you asleep?
Ebony: I guess not. How was dinner? Did you have “the talk”?
Tosha: OH MY GOD! YES! You did, too? My mentor said that is probably where you
were!
Ebony and Tosha spent the rest of the evening sharing stories about what they
learned at dinner with their mentors.
Ebony made it through her first semester with no issues like the ones described by
her fellow African American female civil engineering peers. However, halfway through
her second semester, she began to struggle with her introductory civil engineering
course. She turned to one of her classmates for help, who happened to be a European
American male.
Ebony: Hey, excuse me. Do you understand this? I was with him until that last part and
now I’m lost.
Ebony’s classmate stared at her blankly.
Classmate: You were smart enough to get in here, so be smart enough to figure it out
yourself!
Ebony could not believe her classmate responded to her this way. He had never
been super friendly to her, but had always been cordial by speaking to her when he
entered class and smiling at her when they pass each other in the hallway. Ebony wanted
to give him a piece of her mind, but she stopped herself. All she could hear was Sarah’s
voice telling her that she cannot let them see what they expect to see from her. Ebony
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was angry. After class, she was determined to figure out the material. She called Sarah
and told her what happened and asked her for help. Sarah reassured Ebony that those
experiences happen to everyone and that she would help her understand the material.
With Sarah’s help, Ebony was able to learn the material and pass the exam with a
B+. She looked over in enough time to see that the classmate, who refused to help her,
received a D on the exam. Ebony just smiled to herself and went about the rest of her
day.
During Ebony’s sophomore year, she struggled with another civil engineering
class. Even though she attempted to gain help from Sarah, Ebony could not grasp the
material. It was that fall semester that Ebony failed her first class. She went home for
holiday break completely devastated. She spent a few days with Granny hoping that her
mood would improve.
Granny: Child, what is wrong with you? You have been walking around here for the past
two days like someone stole your puppy.
Ebony: Granny, I failed a class this past semester. I have never failed a class before. I
must just be the dumbest person ever. I tried to get help, but I just did not understand the
material. Maybe I should change my major.
Granny: No! You will not change your major because you failed one class. I’ll let you in
on a little secret. Most engineering students fail at least one class while getting their
degree. In fact, I failed the same class three times before I passed it.
Ebony: REALLY?! Are you serious or are you saying that to make me feel better?
Granny: No, I really did. The class was thermodynamics. Hardest class I ever took in
my life.
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Ebony felt so much better after talking to Granny. She knew she could not change
her major. Besides, she had no idea what she would change her major to because the
only thing she really enjoyed was engineering. Ebony returned to campus the spring
semester and re-took the course she failed. This time, her friend Tyler was also in the
course.
Tyler: Hey, I thought you took this last semester?
Ebony: I did. I failed. I just couldn’t understand the material.
Tyler: WOW. You’re smart. I can’t believe you failed. Well, we will study together this
semester and help each other get through it.
Ebony was grateful for Tyler’s willingness to help her. They studied together the
entire semester and at the end, they both passed the class with an A.
Tyler: Hey, let’s go out and celebrate!
Ebony: Okay! Do you want to go to our usual spot?
Tyler: Well, actually, I was hoping I could take you on a date? What do you think?
Ebony got tense when she heard the word “date” escape from Tyler’s lips. She
was not interested in dating Tyler. He was nothing more than a friend to her.
Ebony: Oh, Tyler I have to be honest. I don’t think dating is a good idea. We are both
too busy with school right now anyway.
Ebony had to figure out a way to let Tyler down gently because she did not want
to lose him as a friend. Tyler understood and agreed that there was too much going on
with school for them to be dating at this time. However, over the next several months,
Ebony didn’t hear from Tyler. He distanced himself from her and stopped returning her
phone calls. Ebony remembered what Sarah and Joy told her about what happens when
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you turn down a guy in engineering. She knew that her friendship with Tyler was now
over.
Ebony’s interaction with Tyler highlights the core theme of Mammies,
Matriarchs, and Other Controlling Images within Black feminist theory. When Ebony
rejected Tyler, it was because she was too busy with school. As a result, she is
stereotypically viewed as The Black Lady, which is the middle-class professional who has
no time for men (Hill-Collins, 2009).
Ebony continued to pursue her engineering degree. Over the next three and a
half years, Ebony failed multiple classes and even contemplated switching to another
engineering concentration. However, her goal was to work for the city of San Francisco
so that she could maintain the Golden Gate Bridge. When she went to visit the city of
San Francisco the summer prior to her entering college, she became fascinated with the
way the bridge looked and how it was maintained. That further confirmed for Ebony that
she had to major in engineering. As a result of this goal, Ebony stuck with civil
engineering and graduated at the end of a five and a half year journey. She was the only
African American female in her department to graduate.
Although Ebony struggled and had a difficult time in her classes, she continued
with her dream of becoming a civil engineer. Ebony explored additional majors when
she was in high school, but returned to engineering prior to attending college. Once she
talked to Granny about engineering and decided that she wanted to work for the city of
San Francisco, Ebony committed to the field of civil engineering. According to Marcia
(1966), Ebony is identity achieved because she searched various alternatives and made a
commitment to an identity.
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Chapter 15
Conclusion
The goals of this study were to expose the educational experiences of African
American female engineering students at a predominately white institution and to
understand how those experiences influenced their academic identities. In order to
complete these goals, the following three research questions were used to guide the study:
(a) what are the educational experiences of African American female engineering majors
at a predominately white institution?; (b) how do African American female engineering
majors understand their academic identities?; and (c) how do the educational experiences
of African American female engineering students construct their academic identities as
engineers? This was accomplished by conducting a black feminist narrative inquiry
study, which was guided by two levels of theory (black feminist theory and academic
identity) with nine African American female engineering students attending a public,
research university located in the southern United States (referred to as Mid-South
University). In this study, data were analyzed and presented in three ways, which
included: a thematic analysis to highlight the similarities across participants; a narrative
analysis to expose the unique experiences of all participants; and Creative Analytic
Practice to allow for a creative presentation of the data. This final chapter will provide a
discussion of all three research questions, recommendations for colleges of engineering,
and suggestions for future research.
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Research Question 1: What are the educational experiences of African American
female engineering majors at a predominately white institution?
The purpose of this research question was to identify the varied educational
experiences of African American females as they pursue an undergraduate degree in
engineering at a predominately white institution. In order to do this, a black feminist
theoretical approach was applied to data collection and analysis because BFT is a theory
of social justice that attempts to expose the experiences of individuals that have been
ignored based upon the intersectionality of several socially constructed factors (i.e. race,
gender, class, sexuality, etc.). Additionally, Black feminist theory allows for multiple
truth claims to exist so that all individuals may have a voice. The combination of these
two characteristics of BFT allows for African American females to tell their stories
alongside European American males and allows for both stories to be heard and valued.
As a result, three major themes emerged from the nine participants in this study. They
include: (a) Just because you struggle, does not mean you should quit; (b) Engineering is
something you cannot do alone; and (c) I can be creative and do math and science?
That’s cool!
During interviews, participants provided me with information from their
educational experiences from elementary school to present (college), specifically
providing me with their likes and dislikes throughout their academic journey. All nine
participants reported either liking school or being a “school person.” This genuine
interest in school made it easier for participants to choose to attend college and persevere
engineering. Additionally, participants enjoyed classes in which they performed well
during elementary school and high school and this enjoyment led a majority of
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participants to be interested in certain fields. For instance, participants Cliffie, Star,
LaKiesha, Charlene, McKenzie, and Katherine all mentioned how much they enjoyed
physics in high school. Participants enjoyed physics not just because they performed
well in the course, but also because they considered physics to be fun and interesting.
Even participants who did not report that high school physics was fun, acknowledged that
physics is important for students majoring in engineering in college. Brophy, Klein,
Portsmore, and Rogers (2008) echoed the importance of physics in relation to
engineering by stating that high school level physics can provide basic knowledge for
students through hands-on activities. Students would build on this basic knowledge once
they entered college and pursue engineering as a field of study. Brophy et al. cited
physics as one of the main high school level classes that can introduce students to the
principals of engineering prior to college. For the nine African American female
engineering students in this study, physics either led them to develop an interest in
pursuing engineering or has proven to be necessary to them as they pursue their
engineering degrees.
As the participants pursued their engineering degrees, all of them reported
struggling through various engineering classes. In fact, some participants informed me
that they have even failed classes and had to retake them in order to continue in their
major. This was difficult for them as all of them considered themselves to be good
students. Prior to college a majority of them had never made anything lower than a C.
After making low grades or actually failing a class, participants felt inferior compared to
their classmates. However, one participant, LaKiesha, believed that because the majority
of her classmates were male, they were not admitting how difficult the courses were
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because of their sense of male pride. LaKiesha believed that her male counterparts were
also having a difficult time with the material, but refused to let it be known in order to
protect their egos. Another participant, McKenzie, offered a similar belief regarding
males struggling in engineering although her belief differed from LaKiesha’s. McKenzie
explained that she was struggling in an engineering course where she was the only
female. At that time, it seemed that all the males in her class understood the material and
that she was the only student in the course with no concept of the material. However,
once McKenzie understood the course material, her fellow classmates came to her for
help. This surprised McKenzie because she truly believed that the “guys are supposed to
know this stuff.”
Both instances highlight the notion of gender differences within the field of
engineering. From emotional differences to differences in ability, both participants held
stereotypical beliefs regarding their male counterparts. If African American females
believe that men are too prideful to share their struggles or understand the material, when
actually they are not, then they have inaccurate perceptions of what is truly going on in
the field of engineering. The next logical question is: how did these women adopt these
inaccurate perceptions of males in the field of engineering? More importantly, how did
these African American women adopt these perceptions of males in general? Each
female’s statement is not unique to men within the field of engineering. In fact, both
LaKiesha and McKenzie make general statements regarding men related to emotions and
level of understanding and ability. These stereotypical perceptions emerge from the
dominant discourse in society regarding gender differences in emotions and scientific
ability. In regards to emotions, stereotypical gender views assert that men should not
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show emotions for fear of being viewed as weak or as less of a man. This line of thinking
is not just in regards to pop-culture, but is supported by research studies that attempt to
assess gender difference in regards to emotional regulation (Thayer, Rossy, Ruiz-Pdial, &
Johnsen, 2003). For instance, Timmers, Fischer, and Manstead (1998) surveyed 314
college students and found that women are not necessarily more emotional than men, but
are less likely to express emotions that demonstrate a patriarchal view of power. Men, on
the other hand, are more likely to express emotions that demonstrate their power in an
effort to maintain control of the situation. This supports LaKiesha’s stereotypical view of
the men in her engineering class who, she claims, are too proud to admit that a class is
difficult. By admitting that a course is difficult, the men are admitting that they need help
and that they are not in control of the situation. As a result, LaKiesha’s male classmates
chose to display the emotion of pride in order to appear to be in control of the situation,
or in this case, in control of their own understanding.
McKenzie’s comment is also grounded in societal discourse as she believes that
the men who are pursuing the same degree as she should know the information. This line
of thinking demonstrated by McKenzie illuminates the idea that men are better at science
and math related fields than women. This is a belief that begins in elementary school as
boys are pushed towards science and math and girls are pushed towards English and
history (Francis, 2000; Kelly, 1985). Society has created a gender divide within schools
in regards to subjects and which fields are appropriate for boys and which ones are
appropriate for girls. This divide has historical roots, which were discussed in chapter 1
in regards to women pursuing engineering and even, pursuing a college education.
Although historical, these societal claims are not supported by research. In fact, Spelke
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(2005) reviewed studies that assessed males and females at various academic levels in
reference to their level of cognitive ability and science and mathematical abilities.
According to Spelke (2005), there are no gender differences in the level of cognitive
ability in the fields of science and math. Furthermore, in their landmark study, Hyde,
Fennema, and Lamon (1990) performed a meta-analysis, which included 100 studies to
assess gender differences in math by focusing on problem solving and calculations. They
found that females performed better than males in math when performing calculations in
elementary and middle school. Yet, there were no gender differences in regards to
problem solving during elementary and middle school. In reference to high school and
college, gender differences emerged favoring males in academic populations. However,
in the general population, females topped males slightly in reference to problem solving
during high school and college. This suggests that something happens between middle
school and high school that causes these gender differences. Perhaps the historically
embedded societal discourse enters the equation in middle school to either deter females
away from or to encourage boys towards science and math fields. Either way, the
participants in this study were not only aware of their own feelings regarding the level of
difficulty of their coursework. They developed theories regarding their male
counterparts’ experiences as well.
In addition to perception and experience of struggle, participants discussed their
interaction with family members, professors, and college classmates by providing
positive and negative experiences. A majority of participants reported positive
experiences in regards to the level of support provided by their family members.
However, one participant in particular hinted at a slightly negative experience with her

239

mother and father in regards to her sexuality. When Charlene came out in high school, it
was supposed to be a secret kept from her father until she was ready to tell him.
However, Charlene’s secret was revealed and she credits the telling of her secret with
where she is now in regards to pursuing her engineering degree. According to Charlene,
if that secret was not exposed when it occurred she “would not be majoring in
engineering right now at Mid-South U.” When I initially began this research, I did not
expect the issue of sexuality to arise. However, it emerged for four participants as a
prominent factor within their narratives. In Charlene’s case, she was othered in a society
that privileges heterosexuality over other classifications of sexuality (i.e. lesbian, gay,
bisexual etc). As a result, Charlene’s family treated her differently when they found out
she was gay and her father, grandmother, and aunt became more “hands off” with her.
As if her sexuality was not enough to use against her, Charlene was also African
American and in African American culture, identifying as anything other than
heterosexual is one of the ultimate sins. I believe that the intersectionality of her race,
gender, and sexuality placed her in an even more unique situation. Hill-Collins (2009)
supports this by stating that African American females who identify as LGBTQ
experience oppression daily due to our current homophobic society. Charlene is
expected to demonstrate traditional views of femininity based on her biological make-up.
In addition, she is expected to desire a man and aspire to marry this man. Furthermore,
being an African American female, Charlene’s sexuality is up for debate as American
society has historically portrayed African American women as either sexually permissive
or sexually void. For two of my heterosexual participants, they were viewed more as
sexually permissive as they discussed their interactions with married men, single men
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within engineering, and single men outside of engineering. The emergence of sexuality
in these interviews suggests that women who enter fields where they are not the minority
will continue to experience various reactions in regards to the intersection of their gender
and sexuality.
Research Question 2: How do African American female engineering majors
understand their academic identities?
The purpose of this research question was to explore how African American
female engineering students viewed their academic identities. For this question, Black
feminist theory and Gee’s theory of using identity for a lens in education was combined
in order to provide a comprehensive view of how African American female engineering
students comprehend their academic identities. Gee’s theory highlights four views of
academic identity that include: the nature-identity, which is an identity that is natural and
cannot be changed; the institution-identity, which is granted by an authority figure and
may be active or passive; the discursive-identity, which emerges through interactions
with others; and the affinity-identity, which focuses on the individual’s experiences (Gee,
2001). Both theories tend to account for factors over which the individual has no control
(i.e. race, gender, etc.) and for the individual’s experiences. By combining these two
theories, I am providing a comprehensive view of how African American female
engineering majors understand their academic identities. I demonstrated this in chapter 4
with my thematic analysis of my nine participants’ interviews.
The three themes that emerged across the data were: (a) Just because you struggle,
does not mean you should quit; (b) Engineering is something you cannot do alone; and
(c) I can be creative and do math and science? That’s cool! These three themes expose
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how African American female engineering students understand their academic identities.
For instance, in theme one, all nine of my participants reported some instance of struggle
while pursuing their engineering degree. In spite of their struggle, participants persisted
because they were determined to obtain their degree. Gee would consider this notion of
persistence to be an affinity-identity because it emerged from each participant’s
experiences within engineering. Furthermore, students report that they persist for several
reasons, including: engineering has become their passion; obtaining a degree in
engineering is a goal; or they believe that someone needs to persist in order to open doors
for other African American female engineering students. Each of these reasons suggests
some level of activism on the part of the participant; which highlights one of the key
components of Black feminist theory. To pursue one’s passion has been a right
historically reserved for the privileged individuals in American society. Privilege, in this
sense, means in terms of race, gender, class, and sexuality. People who identified as a
certain race were believed to not have the necessary cognitive capabilities to pursue their
passions. Humans who identified with one gender over the other only had one passion,
which was marriage (Empey, 1958). Individuals of a certain economic class could not
afford to pursue their passions as they had to spend their free time working in order to
survive, while those who identified as anything but heterosexual where allowed to pursue
their passion, as long as they kept their sexuality a secret. Now imagine falling into the
othered side of each of those binaries. Imagine not being allowed to pursue your passion
because of your race, gender, economic class, or sexual orientation. Historically, African
American women have been denied that right.
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Furthermore, for an African American female to even create the goal of obtaining
a degree in engineering is a form of activism as African American women have
historically been denied the right to pursue education based on the intersectionality of
their race and gender. This was detailed in chapter 1. Not only were the participants
women pursuing a degree in a field where women are not in the majority, these nine
individuals are women of color in a field where there are few people of color AND few
women. Cliffie was asked by a European American male if being one of few women in
the field of engineering was discouraging. She admitted that it is, but only to a point.
For Cliffie, the small number of African American women motivates her to persevere.
Cliffie’s motivation was echoed by Caylee, Shanice, and Joyce who all felt that they had
to persevere so that young Black females will have someone to call a role model. In
regards to research question two, African American female engineering students
understand their academic identities through the lens of intersectionality and
perseverance.
Research Question 3: How do the educational experiences of African American
female engineering students construct their academic identities as engineers?
The purpose of this research question was to expose the relationship between the
educational experiences of African American female engineering students and the way
they construct their academic identities within the field of engineering. Here, the
combination of Black feminist theory and Marcia’s academic identity statuses provide
insight into this relationship for African American females who choose to pursue
engineering. This question is addressed in chapters 5 through 13 in the form of narrative
analysis.
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As African American students view their experiences through the lens of
intersectionality, they construct their academic identity statuses. Marcia and Friedman
(197) specifically assessed how college women constructed their identity statuses.
Female students experienced crisis and commitment just like male students and would
either be identity achieved, identity moratorium, identity diffused, or identity foreclosed.
However, the researchers believed that because their participants were women, they
needed to account for their biological makeup, which according to Erikson, is essential to
the development of a woman. This is explained in detail in chapter 2.
All participants in the present study made a commitment to an identity. However,
not all participants explored alternatives in order to experience crisis. One participant
experienced a MAMA cycle as she explored alternatives, chose a major, explored more
alternatives, changed that major, and committed to engineering. However, a majority of
participants were identity achieved within the field of engineering prior to entering
college. Once participants decided on engineering, some of them experienced MAMA
cycles within the field by attempting to decide which branch of engineering to pursue.
In regards to this question, intersectionality comes in two forms. The first deals
with intersectionality in terms of black feminist theory as participants pursue their
degrees in engineering fully aware that they are one of a few African American women
within the field. Interestingly, although they are fully aware of their status, these nine
African American female engineering students have not let the lack of African American
females in the field deter them from pursuing their degree. They are so committed to
becoming engineers that it seems like nothing will stop them from obtaining that goal.
This leads back to the notion of perseverance discussed previously. African American
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female engineering students must be determined to persist in spite of a lack of ethnic and
gender diversity in the field. The second focuses on the intersectionality of race, gender,
and the interest in a science-related field. This is known as the Double Bind and was
discussed in detail in chapter 1.
Implications
Although the present study focuses on how the experiences of African American
female engineering students help them to construct their academic identities, implications
can be drawn for the relationship between academic identity development and
educational persistence. Kaplan and Fllum (2012) acknowledged the relationship
between identity construction and academic outcomes. However, research surrounding
identity formation in education has been limited. Currently, the federal government is
pushing for more STEM majors so that America can remain competitive with other
nations. Perhaps governmental agencies should consider the ways individuals construct
their academic identities and create programs to foster an interest in STEM fields.
Sheppard, Macatangay, Colby, and Sullivan (2009) acknowledged that the lack of focus
on identity development in engineering education needs to be addressed in an effort for
studenta to develop a professional engineering identity. In addition, the push for more
women to pursue STEM majors is also growing with government funded programs
dedicated to the recruitment and retention of women in STEM. Although the current
study focused on African American women, all women of color who are pursuing a
major in the STEM fields could benefit from this research.
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Recommendations
With major pushes from President Barack Obama and first lady Michelle Obama,
the recruitment and retention of women in STEM fields is currently a hot topic of
discussion. As a result, the following recommendations are specifically directed to
colleges and universities as they attempt to increase the number of women in their
programs. This list of recommendations was compiled from my participant interviews.
In regards to recruitment: (a) all colleges of engineering should consider funding
high school programs that focus on girls in STEM fields; (b) colleges should focus on
recruiting more women faculty members within engineering; (c) colleges should let
students know that engineering is a professional degree program and it may take more
than four years to complete; and (d) colleges should host more events for high school
students to come and experience a day in the life of an engineer. In regards to retention:
(a) colleges and universities should develop and maintain support systems for female
engineering students, especially women of color; (b) professors need to be more open to
allowing women to perform research with them in order that they gain experience; (c)
professors should be aware of how they talk to students, especially when recommending
a change of major; and (d) engineering advisors should encourage students to get
involved on campus to build additional support systems. In addition to recommendations
for colleges of engineering, I am also recommending suggestions for future research
based on the implications of this study.
Future research should consider the link between academic identity construction
and persistence to college degree attainment for STEM students. Although some
research has assessed the relationship between identity-related factors and degree
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persistence in college (Chang, Eagan, Lin, & Hurtado, 2011), they have not considered
identity construction. Identity construction must be considered in future research because
identity is a constantly evolving construct across the lifespan (Erikson, 1956; McAdams,
1995). College students tend to enter college with one occupational commitment, but
often change majors as they persist. By focusing on academic identity construction and
the various factors that influence that construction, researchers may be able to inform
practices that lead to college recruitment, retention, and graduation rates. Other research
projects include conducting this study with African American men and Hispanic men and
women. These groups are also considered underrepresented minorities within the field of
engineering and across all STEM fields. Once those studies are conducted, a cross
comparison between African American men and women and Hispanic men and women
would further explore any gender differences within the field of engineering. In addition
to within ethnic group comparisons, cross-ethnic group comparisons would also be
beneficial to assess similarities or differences across racial and ethnic groups. Further,
comparing African American men and women to European American men and women in
engineering using a Black feminist lens would expose any underlying oppressions.
Studies should take qualitative and quantitative approaches to exploring academic
identity construction among STEM students to provide the most accurate research
possible. Finally, other theoretical approaches should be taken in order to gain a different
perspective on the data (i.e. post-structuralism, critical race theory, etc.).
Limitations. Limitations of the current study include decisions regarding what
questions to ask during the interviews and the coding of transcripts (Ezzy, 2002). When
these decisions are made, researchers must acknowledge that by making these decisions
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other factors that may also be involved are possibly being ignored. By ignoring other
factors, researchers may inadvertently silence views that do not fit within the context of
their research. However, as researchers, we must acknowledge this factor and realize that
the findings that are highlighted by the research conducted add value and give voice to
the participants.
Additionally, this study is limited by my own biases, world views, and the
intersectionality of my own race and gender, which I tried to acknowledge in chapter 3. I
am an African American female who began my college career as a biology major.
Although different from engineering, biology is a natural science and includes some of
the same types of classwork and experiences put forth by my participants. As a result of
the intersectionality of my own race and gender, I occupy the position of insider/outsider.
I am an insider because I am an African American female and at one point. I am also an
outsider because I have never experienced being an engineering student at any point in
my life. Greenhalgh et al. (2005) addressed the strengths and weakness associated with
being an insider in relation to research. As an insider, I possess a level of knowledge
regarding being an African American female. Additionally, I am able to establish rapport
faster than an individual of a different race or gender. Also, I However, as an outsider, I
possess certain biases regarding the research being conducted. This is why I address my
own biases in chapter 3. Additionally, I had to overcome the perceptions of some
participants because I am an outsider of the college of engineering. In fact, Joyce
informed me that she was skeptical of participating in my research study because she was
unsure of my intentions. I reached out to Joyce twice before she agreed to an interview
because she was recommended by two of my participants. After establishing rapport
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with Joyce, she was comfortable enough to share her experience and to tell me about her
initial thoughts regarding my research. Further, as an undergraduate student, I attended a
historically black university and have also experienced some similar experiences as my
participants who were transfer students.
Conclusion
The purpose of this Black Feminist narrative inquiry was to explore the
experiences of African American Female engineering majors at a predominately white
institution by exposing how they constructed their academic identities. By exposing the
relationship between African American women’s experiences in engineering and the
construction of their academic identities, colleges and universities across the nation could
increase their recruitment and graduation rates and, in turn, help the United States remain
competitive as a world superpower with an influx of engineers.
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Appendix A
Semi-Structured Interview Guide
RQ1: What are the educational experiences of black women engineering majors at a
predominately white institution?
Starting from your earliest memory of school, tell me about your educational experiences
Probes:
Did you go to Pre-K?
How old were you when you started reading?
How were your grades in elementary, middle, and high school?
Do you think you were a good student?
How do you know?
Tell me about a time you had a good educational experience
What grade were you in at the time?
What class?
Were you the only person involved?
Tell me about a time you had a bad educational experience
What grade were you in at the time?
What class?
Were you the only person involved?
What influence did your family have on your education growing up?
Probes:
Does your family value education?
Was it understood that you would go to college?
Tell me about your decision to come to college.
Probes:
How did you decide to go to college?
What process did you go through when choosing a University to attend?
How did you decide to pick this University?
RQ 2: How do black women engineering majors understand their academic
identities?
Tell me about the first time you thought about becoming an engineer
Probes:
What grade were you in at the time?
Where there any people involved in your decision?
Who were they?
How do you know you want to be an engineer?
How does being an engineer relate to who you are?
Did you enroll in an engineering preparatory program?
If so, tell me about that experience.
Tell me about how you decided to major in engineering
Probes:
Have you ever had another rmajor?
Have you ever thought about changing your major?
How have other people reacted to your decision to pursue engineering?
Probes:
Your families’ response?
Your friend’s response?
Your teachers’ response?
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Semi-Structured Interview Guide
Your professor’s response?
Tell me what it has been like majoring in Engineering at the UofM.
Probes:
Who or what has supported you?
Who or what has made your major difficult?
What good experiences have you had as an engineering major?
Probes:
Who was involved?
What bad experiences have you had as an engineering major?
Probes:
Who was involved?
RQ 3: How do their educational experiences construct their academic identities as
engineers?
Tell me about the time first time you realized you were becoming an engineer
Probes:
Do you consider yourself an engineer now?
If yes, what happened for you to realize you were an engineer?
If no, what do you think needs to happen to make you feel like an
engineer?
If you could change anything about your current experience of pursuing your engineering
degree, what would you change?
Probe:
What reasons do you have for picking this particular thing to change?
How would you change that?
Where do you see yourself in 10 years?
Will you be an engineer?
If not, what will you be doing?
Will you be married?
Will you have a family?
What advice do you have for other Black females interested in majoring in Engineering?
Probes:
General advice
Specifically related to coming to the UofM
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Appendix B
Example of Color Coded Categories
Teaching the basics in
life
Teaching the basics in
engineering
Foundations in math and
science
Learning the Basics in
math and science
Focus
You can do it
Religious foundation
School is rough, tough,
hard
Love/Hate relationship
with math & science
Interest in how things
work
Got in trouble for taking
things apart
Taking things apart
Me and My sister
My mother
Fix things that are
broken
Came up with this idea
Cause & effect
Unsure of solution
Worked good enough
Using tools to fix things
Dad’s tools
Afraid to get in trouble
Nervous wreck
Makes me laugh
We were scared
Did it together
Self-concept
Knowledge of mother’s
job
Nursing
Understand concepts
Teachers Break down
concepts
Learn everyday things
Visual Learner
Love learning new
things

Love learning how
things work
Math builds upon itself
Science builds upon
itself
I was a nosy child
Curious about
everything
Talkative child
Good Grades but could
have been better
Very studious
Just didn’t do the work
Lack of understanding
Get frustrated &
breakdown
They know I know it
She can tell me the
answer
Get home and get
frustrated
Stop doing work after
frustration
Won’t ask for help
Dislike math in middle
school
Math was tough
I didn’t get help
My grades dropped
I didn’t understand
I love cars
Grandfather worked on
cars & I worked with
him
Older sister decided to
become an engineer
Older sister influenced
me
I like hands-on things
Want to be creative
Career testing told me to
be a carpenter
Manipulated career tests
to be a doctor
Hated blood

263

Mom & aunt pushed
nursing
Science and math were
hard in high school
Math was not interesting
in high school bc of
teacher
I struggled with science
I failed Chemistry I--HS
I failed Chemistry II—
HS
Frustrated bc other
students understood & I
didn’t
Chemistry is the worst
science because it is so
much
Sister was in college to
become an engineer
Uncle was a civil
engineer
Engineers make money
Not a lot of women in
civil
Sister suggested
mechanical
Researched mechanical
Creative, hands-on,
computer design
Transfer student
1st School was an HBCU
Loved the HBCU
experience
4 girls & 8 boys in
Mechanical engineering
I can’t draw but want to
be creative
At HBCU every1
wanted you to succeed
Professors wanted you
to succeed
Professors helped you
I struggled
Passed with professor’s
help
Speak to everyone

Appendix B
Example of Color Coded Categories
No hesitation to help
Male dominated field
European American
dominated field
Necessity for engineers
of all colors
HBCU greatest
experience
High school physics
Field trip to with railcar
Teacher broke it down
Railcar was force and
friction
Physics experiment
Physics was everywhere
I broke everything down
Physics is not easy
Understand it & want to
tell someone else
Only female
Only African American
after first 3 weeks
He didn’t acknowledge
me
I was mad & I reacted
He ignored me
Don’t disrespect me
Horrible experience
Class became awkward
Dreaded going to class
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Appendix C
Member Check Email
Hi (Participant Name),

I have attached themes that emerged from your fully transcribed interview. Themes are
highlighted in bold and quotes from your interview are underneath each theme for
support.

Please provide me with any feedback on the themes. This is your opportunity to address
anything I may have overlooked that you feel is important. It also gives you the
opportunity to clarify anything that I may have misinterpreted. If you want to make
changes to the document, please use the track changes feature in word, or email me your
changes and I will add them.

I would appreciate having your feedback by (five days after date of email).

Thank you and hope to hear from you soon,

Rashunda L. Stitt
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Appendix D
Consent Form
I agree to take part in a research study titled, The Construction of Academic
Identity in Black Female Engineering Students, which is being conducted by Rashunda
Stitt at the University of Memphis in the Department of Counseling, Educational
Psychology, and Research. My participation is voluntary; I can refuse to participate or
stop taking part at any time without giving any reason, and without penalty. I can ask to
have information related to me returned to me, removed from the research records, or
destroyed.
I am aware that the purpose of this study is to the purpose of this study is to
explore the experiences of black female engineering majors at a Predominately White
Institution by exposing how they construct their academic identities. I am aware that I
will not benefit directly from this research. If I volunteer to take part in this study, I will
be asked to participate in one interview that will last up to three hours. After my
interview, I will also be asked to review portions of my interview transcript for the
opportunity to add to, or clarify my statements Consequently, I may receive multiple
emails from the interviewer that I am required to respond to within three days. No
discomforts or stresses are expected during this interview or review of my transcript.
There are no significant risks to participation in the study. If my reflection on experiences
leads to any type of emotional upset, the researcher is prepared to give me contact
information for the University of Memphis Counseling Center.
I give permission for my collected narratives/observations to be used by
Rashunda Stitt as long as my name is kept confidential. The only people who will know
that I am the research participant is the researcher. Information provided by me will
remain confidential and will be disclosed only with my permission or as required by law.
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An exception to confidentiality involves information revealed concerning suicide,
homicide, or child abuse, which must be reported as required by law or if the researcher
is required to provide information by a judge. Individually identifying information, such
as my name, will not be published in connection with this study. All results and all tape
recordings from this study will be disguised by a fake name and this name will be used
on all of the research records. All recordings will be kept in a locked filing cabinet.
Audio/video recordings will be destroyed three years after completion.
The researcher will answer any further questions about the research, now or
during the course of the study, and can be reached by telephone at (901) 492-1757 or by
e-mail at RLStitt@memphis.edu. If I have any questions about my rights as a volunteer
in this research, I may contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of
Memphis at (901) 678-2705. My signature below affirms that I am 18 years of age or
older and indicates that the researcher has answered all of my questions to my
satisfaction. I am aware of the procedures described above and consent to participate in
this study. I understand that I will not be compensated for my participation. I have been
given a copy of this form.
Rashunda L. Stitt
________________________
Name of Researcher
Signature
Phone: (901) 492-1757
E-mail: RLStitt@memphis.edu

___________
Date

_________________________ ________________________
Printed Name of Participant
Signature

_________
Date
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IRB Approval 3056
Beverly Jacobik (bjacobik)
Thu 1/9/2014 10:24 AM
To:rlstitt <rlstitt@memphis.edu>;
Cc:Christian Mueller (cemuellr) <cemuellr@memphis.edu>;
Hello,
The University of Memphis Institutional Review Board, FWA00006815, has reviewed
and approved your submission in accordance with all applicable statuses and regulations
as well as ethical principles.
PI NAME: Rashunda Stitt
CO-PI:
PROJECT TITLE: The Construction of Academic Identity in Black Female
Engineering Students
FACULTY ADVISOR NAME (if applicable):
IRB ID: #3056
APPROVAL DATE: 1/09/2014
EXPIRATION DATE: 1/08/2015
LEVEL OF REVIEW: Expedited
RISK LEVEL DETERMINATION: No more than minimal
Please Note: Modifications do not extend the expiration of the original approval
Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1. If this IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must be in
effect to continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not obtained, the
human consent form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any
research activities involving human subjects must stop.
2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be completed
and sent to the board.
3. No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board approval,
whether the approved protocol was reviewed at the Exempt, Exedited or Full Board
level.
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4. Exempt approval are considered to have no expiration date and no further review
is necessary unless the protocol needs modification.
Approval of this project is given with the following special obligations:

Thank you,
Ronnie Priest, PhD
Institutional Review Board Chair
The University of Memphis.

Note: Review outcomes will be communicated to the email address on file. This email
should be considered an official
communication from the UM IRB. Consent Forms are no longer being stamped as
well. Please contact the IRB at
IRB@memphis.edu if a letter on IRB letterhead is required.
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